
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   
    Chapter 185 - Festivities And Tensions 

      

      

    In Erbilan castle's main hall, where the victory feast has already commenced, we find Chandra fanning the flames of a brawl between one of her clansmen and Zancrax. Asoko is too busy flirting with a harpy demon to diffuse the situation, but it appears to be a friendly duel rather than a fight to the death. 

    I don't know which is more impressive; seeing a minotaur going toe to toe with an ajura warrior or an ajura warrior going toe to toe with the minotaur known as Zancrax. He isn't wearing his granite armor, so his full power can be unleashed, but the six-armed demon facing him is not giving an inch under the cheers of his clan. 

    That's when I realize that not a single minotaur cheers for Zancrax. Many other demons, including Terog and Ireyo, encourage him, and even some ajura admiring his strength have taken his side, but his own clansmen seem to despise him. 

    "Come on, Zan! You can do it!" Kamii suddenly shouts next to me, and I spin my head around in surprise. I didn't expect her to raise her voice to cheer for somebody. The minotaurs watching the fight with disgruntled looks stare at the little dark elf. Then they notice me and leap up to stand at attention. A ripple runs through the hall when the other partygoers realize I have arrived, and even the duelists cease their fight. 

    "Your Highness!" Everybody greets me and bows. Only Asoko ducks her head as if she was caught with her hand in the cookie jar. And Chandra shows a displeased expression at me interrupting the fight. 

    "Carry on." I raise a hand and declare in exaggerated magnanimity, causing the Ajura clan chief's face to light up in joy. 

    "Ya heard her, boys." Chandra claps her six hands together and addresses her ajura champion and Zancrax. They start fighting again, trading heavy blows echoing through the hall. 

    The minotaur clansmen snort in disdain but notice that I'm watching and quickly turn to their drinks, acting as if Zancrax isn't even there. I don't feel like asking what their problem is, but I'll give one of Kamii's comrades the honor he deserves after what he has done in the siege. 

    "Go, Zancrax. I know you won't lose to an ajura." I call out to the Exile, causing Chandra to stare at me with round eyes and her mouth hanging open. 

    "Ohhh! Challenge accepted!" She pumps her fists and turns to her fighter. "Ya better not lose, Mukasura. The honor of the Ajura is on ya shoulders." 

    "Gee, way to put pressure on me, boss." The ajura warrior named Mukasura mutters while throwing himself into the battle with newfound vigor now that its stakes are far higher than they should be. 

    I make my way to the long table where the commanders and clan heads sit while keeping an eye on the duel. The demons open a path for me and bow in awe at my presence. Even though we're in a place where people have inhuman physical features, my companions still stand out for their unique traits. 

    As I stop next to Asoko, who tries her best to avoid my gaze, Zancrax is tripped up and thrown to the ground by Mukasura's grappling. The ajura holds the minotaur's right arm on his back with two hands and uses the rest to put him in a headlock from which there seems to be no escape. Six arms beat two, I suppose. 

    Suddenly, Zancrax pushes himself and the massive ajura warrior on his back up from the ground with one arm and gets back on his feet. Mukasura scrambles to stay in his favorable position, but the Exile catches the former's ankle and peels him off his back. 

     Zancrax spins his for that size unexpectedly nimble body around and swings the ajura into a pillar back-first. The powerful impact shakes the entire room, and the six-armed warrior is knocked unconscious. Chandra's jaw drops, and her fellow clan members let out a collective moan of regret. Some shake their heads while others shout at their representative to get back up, even though it's obvious he's down for the count. 

    I'm pleasantly surprised to find some ajura congratulating Zancrax but narrow my eyes when I see the disapproving gazes of the other minotaurs. Whatever politics or grudges resulted in this behavior have no place in tonight's festivities. 

    "To Zancrax, one of the champions that took down two Chosen Knights!" I raise my cup and announce loudly, and everybody in the hall raises their voices to cheer. However, even now, Rankud and his men refuse to participate. 

    "Come on! Can't ya forget the past already?" Chandra slams her hand down on the table in front of the Drazera Coalition chief before I can speak up. "He wore his prison until it was broken in the line of duty. He served his exile." 

    "What is this about?" I put down my cup and ask calmly. 

    "They are brothers." But Kamii replies first and glances between Rankud and Zancrax. "Zan killed their father." 

    I look at the minotaur chief, who regards his brother with nothing but contempt. Certainly, I can see why he would hate him, and there's nothing I can say. This isn't my place to intervene, considering my own vengeful nature. 

    "Ya old man was too stubborn for this age." The Ajura clan leader points at Rankud accusingly, implying he's the same. "If he were still alive, ya wouldn't be where ya are today. There would be no minotaur coalition." 

    "Hindsight does not pardon his sin." Rankud flares his nostrils and snorts in displeasure. 

    "I'm surprised. How could ya become a leader with such a narrow mind?" Chandra crosses her arms and speaks in a tone filled with disdain. As far as I know, my mother killed the ajura chief's father when he wouldn't accept her bid for the throne. Not only did Chandra not seek revenge, but she even wholeheartedly supported my mother. So she considers it broad-minded to let go of revenge for the good of the nation? 

    "Our people don't easily forgive the murderers of our parents, even if they are our own brothers. There are no excuses!" Rankud slams his fist on the table and jumps up in anger. He knows the story about Chandra and her father, and it must feel like an affront to have somebody like her berating him. 

    "You are before your Queen!" Hestia suddenly speaks in a powerful and commanding voice that sounds like an announcement from the gods themselves. Her mechanical wings are spread open, giving her an imposing presence even among these towering demons. Everybody is silenced instantly, and their eyes are on the fallen Fata. "Your behavior hardly befits her presence!" 

    "This is the celebration of our victory over the Alliance." I raise a hand to calm Hestia down before addressing the silent hall, but especially Chandra and Rankud. "We are here to honor the heroes that made this happen. And Zancrax is one of them." 

    I raise my cup once more, a firm expression on my face. From here starts my time as a ruler, and I will need to learn how to navigate politics. Zancrax and Rankud's case is certainly not an easy one to mediate, but it shouldn't dampen the festive mood after our monumental victory. 

    For now, I hope to have at least reduced the tension in the room. The demons at the long tables return to their conversations after the toast, although the ajura and minotaurs now ignore each other. Especially Rankud's mood is overcast, and he avoids eye contact with everybody to brood over his drink. 

    "Hey, she's not the queen yet." Chandra points at me while grinning at Hestia challengingly. It would seem she's looking for a fight with the fallen Fata after seeing her outburst moments ago. "She still hasn't been crowned." 

    "I sat on the throne earlier." Before Hestia can react, I state with my head tilted back in feigned superiority, eliciting a raised eyebrow from the Ajura clan leader. Then I lean toward her with a meaningful smirk. "It was hard and cold." 

    "Heh. I knew it. It's still the one from Aldeath's time. Pelomyx never liked to sit in it." Chandra chuckles and leans back in her chair. I blink my eyes, then burst out laughing at the thought. I can picture my mother only using the throne room when absolutely necessary because the throne is uncomfortable. 

    I wish all demons would take the Ajura clan leader's casual attitude with me even after my official coronation. It would make dealing with people much easier. 

      

    Asoko stole off from the main hall and left the keep by herself during the commotion surrounding the minotaurs. She leans on the parapets of Erbilan castle, taking the form of Fulanah, the appearance she maintained while in Malika's harem, to avoid drawing attention. Now that the real Chaos is here, the shadow should fade into the background. 

    "What are you doing out here in that getup?" Lenoly calls out to Asoko, and she turns around to look at the little bakari. She wears a dress that covers the divine body she has gained after becoming the Bearer of the Flame. But the ruby replacing her broken horn shows that there is more about her than meets the eye. 

    "Enjoying some fresh air." The Crawling Chaos shrugs and smiles wryly. Although she looks sufficiently different from her other half for the demons of the Dominion to not recognize her, she can't fool her companions. "Where were you?" 

    Lenoly, Tamariki, and Ninlil were all absent from the feast, as were the maids she had with her. They split up earlier in the day after Asoko was roped into playing the role of the princess before the clan leaders. 

    "We were celebrating with the common folk. They make for better company than the important people up there." Lenoly waves at Erbilan below and then points at the keep behind them. "I can understand why you would need fresh air." 

    They share a laugh over this, but it soon fades into awkward silence. The sound of the festivities in the streets reaches their ears, and they watch the dancing lights of the city before them. Only a day ago, much of it had been aflame. But now, the demons celebrate their hard-won victory and remember the sacrifices it took. 

    "What will we do from now on?" The little bakari finally breaks the silence and asks. She doesn't care that Asoko won't be the queen of the Dominion. In fact, she prefers it that way. 

    "I'll be a freeloader for a while. Live the high life surrounded by cute girls." Asoko replies with a cynical sniff. In reality, she would rather go on a journey than stay cooped up in the castle. 

    "I will accompany you wherever you go." Lenoly leans on Asoko's shoulder and whispers. The latter wordlessly puts an arm around her and contemplates their future. 

    Suddenly, a murmur on the wind enters Asoko's ears, and she narrows her eyes to concentrate on it. When she does, the world around her fades into darkness, and she finds herself in an endless abyss. Gone are the lights of Erbilan and the warmth of Lenoly's touch. 

    "What is this?" She demands to know, not at all intimidated. The darkest void is no match for a Crawling Chaos's insides. 

    "I have taken the liberty to create some privacy." A familiar voice announces. From within the darkness appears a bandaged figure wielding a giant key made from tentacles. 

    "Mithra..." Asoko spits out his name as if it were a curse. He is the Dominion's mysterious former court magician who stood by and let the demon queen die in the gods' attack before disappearing without a trace. "You dare to show your face around here?" 

    "I am merely here to provide guidance. I am aware of your anxieties when facing your original." Mithra asserts with a gesture of his bandaged hand. This causes the Crawling Chaos to narrow her eyes. 

    "What do you know?" She asks in a rhetorical tone. 

    "You fear for your place in this world as an inferior copy. You fear that you will become a tool to be used and thrown away." Even though he doesn't change his monotonous voice, Asoko gleans pity from it. The content of his speech seeps into her mind, watering her growing self-doubt. "I have a proposal." 

    "You want me to betray her and take her place." It doesn't take a genius to see through Mithra's goal. He created Asoko as an easily-controlled replacement for Chaos. 

    "No. I want you to leave and find your own fortune." To her surprise, he denies her notion. "You will meet again when the time comes. And then, at the end of everything, there will come a moment when you will need to choose. You or her." 

    Asoko stares at Mithra, unsure what to make of his words. She can't trust him, but his matter-of-fact delivery compels her to believe he's telling the truth. Still, his cryptic message that sounds like a prophecy leaves much open to interpretation. 

    "You will understand... in time." With these words, the former court magician waves his tentacle key staff, and Asoko's mind fades out of the abyss. 

    "What's wrong?" Lenoly's voice pulls her back to reality. The background sounds of the festivities in Erbilan fill the utter silence that surrounded Asoko only a moment ago. 

    "Lost myself in thought." She looks at the little bakari in her embrace and gives her an embarrassed smile. All that remains of her short conversation with Mithra is a faint impression that an important choice awaits her in the future. Her mind quickly returns to the present, and forgotten are her earlier anxieties. "Shall we go grab some food and drink?" 

    Lenoly keeps her gaze locked with Asoko's for a moment before seemingly convincing herself that it was nothing. Nodding silently, the little bakari follows as the Crawling Chaos leads the way and clings to her arm. 

    Flann watches from the roof of Erbilan's keep, her blue eyes fixed on the backs of the two. Then she disappears in a silent vortex without leaving a hint of ever having been there. 

      

    "What do we do about Miss Marcott?" Ninlil asks in a hushed tone, hiding her mouth with the rim of her cup of wine. 

    "Tomorrow morning, I'm going to challenge her." Tamariki responds with a shrug, not at all trying to be covert. She downs another tankard of ale and slams it on the empty barrel they're using as a makeshift table. 

    Asoko's two companions stand off to the side in a corner of Erbilan's main square, where the festivities have grown rowdy after the copious amounts of alcohol have begun clouding people's judgment. The Maid Corps members are a short distance away, still none the wiser regarding their false princess's real identity. 

    Ninlil can't show herself in front of the clan leaders, but she still has friends among their confidants. Asoko's status as the shadow of the real queen hasn't been publicly announced yet, but she learned about it soon after they disappeared into Erbilan castle for a meeting. 

    The former maid leader was complicit in hiding the truth from the Maid Corps because she had to keep up the hope of the princess's return. It won't be long before the truth is revealed to the people, but before then, they still need to settle their grudge over Miss Marcott's rampage at the Royal Academy. 

    "It's not that simple. She's the queen now. And she saved the Dominion." Ninlil replies to Tamariki's aggressive declaration. She has heard that Miss Marcott's return during the siege of Rodens saved the fortress on the brink of being overrun. And she led the nation to victory in Erbilan - although Asoko arriving with the Vampire clan's secret army was the true turning point. 

    "Doesn't the Dominion value strength?" The red-skinned demon argues while leaning against the wall behind her. "She will appear weak if she refuses my challenge." 

    The former maid leader doesn't reply and falls into deep thought. Knowing the false princess's abilities, it's safe to say that Miss Marcott is about as powerful. As a Rangatira, Tamariki is in a league of her own among demons, but they are dealing with a Crawling Chaos here. It's an existence apart from the logic that governs this world. 

    "This is difficult." Ninlil mutters to herself and takes another sip. Miss Marcott cannot be forgiven for what she has done at the Royal Academy. But she has also done so much good for the Dominion that it's not a simple matter of black or white anymore. 

    "Hey, what are you doing here apart from all the action?" Asoko's voice pulls the former maid leader from her thoughts. The false princess, or now officially the queen's shadow, approaches with Lenoly clinging to her arm. Anybody observing would think of them as lovers. 

    "Talking politics." Ninlil responds self-ironically, then regards Asoko with an eyebrow raised. She's in her tan-skinned appearance, showing that she's hiding her identity. 

    "Leave that to the politicians. Tonight, we party." The Crawling Chaos waves off the former maid leader's concerns and gestures at their surroundings. Nobody recognizes her, so she can go wild. 

    Even though Asoko was instrumental in saving Erbilan, Miss Marcott is the only one being showered with accolades in the keep. Ninlil narrows her eyes in displeasure when she considers this but doesn't say another word. Tamariki understands her sentiment and doesn't mention her intentions regarding the Dominion's queen. 

    Sighing, they follow her to find the maids in the crowd and make merry for the time being. 

      

    The morning after every night in which copious amounts of alcohol have been consumed is tough for anybody who doesn't have natural detoxification. But I'm unaffected by it and take this opportunity to inspect the city. I'm followed by an entire entourage of those high-ranking demons who aren't fighting a hangover. 

    Of course, Chandra is among the demons sleeping in after drinking more than an entire barrel worth of alcohol during the feast last night. But I heard she doesn't care much for the aftermaths of battles and leaves it to others to deal with the leftover issues. 

    Erbilan is a fortress city, so it never had a civilian population in the first place. All I encounter on my walk are soldiers in various states of hungover. I told my entourage before leaving that I won't care about military discipline for today. As victories go, the one over the Alliance deserves a feast lasting at least a week. 

    Suddenly, a towering figure steps in my path. It's Tamariki, the red-skinned demon girl from the Royal Academy. Asoko warned me about her; she's a Rangatira, related to Rewera and Aldeath, and she's out to take revenge on me for what I did at the academy. 

    "I challenge you to a duel, Chloe Marcott!" She points at me angrily and demands. I glance past her and find Asoko in her appearance as Fulanah, staring at Tamariki's back in shock. Lenoly and Ninlil stand beside my other half in the background, with the latter looking resigned. I can tell she didn't want Tamariki to do this, but now that it has come this far, she can only support her. 

    "Long time no see, Tamariki. How have you been?" I feign ignorance and greet her with a smile, which fuels her already simmering rage. Growing serious, I humor her and ask. "What are the conditions of this duel?" 

    "To the death." The Rangatira cracks her knuckles and responds in a dangerous tone. 

    "I refuse." I shake my head, causing a confused murmur to run through the crowd around us. Everybody in Erbilan knows my might, so they're wondering why I'm not quickly dispatching this challenger with overwhelming power. "I don't want to kill you, and you can't kill me, so this would never end." 

    "You readily killed all those professors who taught you for many months. You killed Master Laiota. Why the restraint now?" Tamariki asks in a mocking tone. 

    "I won't ask you to understand my circumstances." I reply with a sigh. "But you would have done the same." 

    "Not Master Laiota!" The red-skinned demon roars, her silver hair bristling from the tension. But then, she cools down visibly and focuses her rage into calm determination. "I want revenge." 

    "Perhaps a word from you, Rewera?" I wave over the only other currently known Rangatira in the Dominion, who also happens to be my maid leader. "Talk some sense into her." 

    "I am afraid that will not be possible, Chaos-sama. We Rangatira are known for our stubbornness." She bows behind me and apologizes with a genuinely regretful expression. If she's aware of that trait about herself, I'd prefer if she did some self-improvement. "If she has decided that this can only be solved through bloodshed, you will have to oblige." 

    "But I don't want to kill one of my own." I hang my head slightly and sigh. 

    "You have it in your mind that I'll be an easy opponent." Tamariki snarls angrily. "By the end of this, your head will be in my grasp." 

    "If that can end it, I'm all for it." Finally, I resign myself to this with a shake of my head and step up to the fight. But suddenly, a hand grabs my wrist and holds me back. When I turn around, I find Kamii looking at me with a disapproving frown. Then she shakes her head and steps past me. "What are you doing?" 

    "I will fight as your champion." She declares in a matter-of-fact tone. "If she can't beat me, she has no right to challenge you." 

    "Kamii?" Tamariki stares at her in surprise. Although they didn't have many interactions at the Royal Academy, she at least knows the cursed dark elf's name. "I don't want to fight you." 

    "Indeed, a queen has no need to accept every challenger that comes their way." Hestia steps past me and joins Kamii's side with a demonstrative shrug of her metallic wings. 

    "Lady Hestia..." The red-skinned demon mutters when she sees the fallen Fata. Although she's a demon, she was drawn into the atmosphere of worship toward Hestia that permeated the academy back then. Even now, Tamariki considers her a special existence despite never speaking with her until now. 

    I know now isn't the time for me to say anything. It's best to see how the young Rangatira will react when facing people she has no grudge against. If she accepts fighting either of these two, I'll step in and take the battle myself. It's not that I don't believe in their strength, but I don't want others fighting in my stead. 

    Tamariki scratches the back of her head, then tilts it in thought. That's when Lenoly walks forward with a self-confident stride. Asoko told me what happened during her journey in a very quick summary, so I know they killed Kyra Frost, the Bearer of the Flame, and the little bakari somehow absorbed her powers. 

    As far as the explanation within the Reality Engine would go, she believes herself to have become the new Bearer of the Flame after stealing the fire from the old one with her bakari tribal magic. Whatever the case, she appears to have gained quite a powerful personal fantasy. 

    "Let's stop this." Lenoly stands between Tamariki and my girls. She's the shortest of them, but her presence can be felt even when she doesn't reveal her powers. Everybody's eyes are on her as if they can instinctively feel that there's more to her than her appearance lets on. "If you seek revenge for the battle at the academy, I'm equally guilty. I helped Miss-... Queen Chaos and attacked the professors." 

    Tamariki stares at the little bakari with wide-open eyes. She knew this but appeared to have focused her hatred solely on me. In her mind, I must have influenced Lenoly into standing against the academy. But being told this outright puts her on the spot. 

    "Damn." Clicking her tongue, Tamariki realizes this matter is more complex than she had tried to make it seem in her mind. For a moment, she visibly racks her brain to turn the situation around. Then she shoots Lenoly an accusing glare before moving on to me as if to say that this isn't over. Finally, she turns around silently and leaves. The surrounding demons make a path for the imposing Rangatira, afraid to provoke her accidentally. 

    Asoko sighs in relief and walks over to hug Lenoly. But the little bakari raises a hand to stop her, then shakes her head with an embarrassed blush. It would appear she's too shy to express her love in public. I raise an eyebrow in amusement at that interaction but don't say a word. 

    "This isn't over." Kamii remarks while keeping her gaze on the red demon's receding back. 

    "I know." I pat the little dark elf's hair. Hestia looks up at me expectantly, and I do the same with her. It's only thanks to these two and Lenoly that we could postpone this issue. 

    "I will talk to her." Asoko turns to me and offers with a sigh. "We should be able to find a peaceful solution somehow." 

    I only nod in response, glancing at the silent Ninlil staring at me from the background, who turns and leaves with Tamariki when she notices my gaze. Then I look up at the sky and consider my role in all of this with a tired sigh.

  


   
    Chapter 186 - Peace Returns 

      

      

    Reports about the Alliance army's path of retreat reach us around noon. According to the Avinea clan scouts, the humans and their allies are moving toward Phoshand. From there, they will travel on the road they built from Pontis Daemonis, hoping to take their ships moored there to return to the Empire of Terminus. 

    Asoko has informed me that the seaside fortress is a scorched ruin now, and the entire fleet has been sunk. Once they realize that, the Alliance could begin pillaging the surrounding lands in desperation. 

    I'm already growing weary of politics one day into my reign. Luckily, several capable clan leaders can pick up my slack. Unfortunately, most of them are bloodthirsty and would like nothing more than to massacre the Alliance army down to the last person. 

    As such, I appoint Ascelin Sheason, leader of the vampire clan, to oversee the Alliance army's safe passage. It's ironic to pick a vampire for this role because all the other clan leaders are out for blood, but he seems the most level-headed among them. 

    According to Asoko and her companions, Ascelin spurned the false gods to side with the Dominion. It means I can entrust him with a large army and not worry about his betrayal. Not that any demon would think of betraying me at this point; they know the power of my loyal comrades and me. Even if they don't want to believe that we defeated several human gods, we have two such gods on our side now. 

    With that out of the way, I meet with my other half and her companions, minus Ninlil and Tamariki. The dorm mother is out with the Rangatira to keep us from clashing. I haven't talked to her since Asoko reunited us, but I appreciate that she considers our situation. 

    The first topic of the day is the presence of a certain person: Flann, a fellow member of the Demon Mages Society back in the Royal Academy, the black-haired androgynous girl with emotionless blue eyes, and the daughter of former court magician Mithra. Given his association with Nemesis, she has to answer many questions. 

    She sits at the end of the table across from me with an expressionless face, wholly unconcerned by the obvious distrust everybody shows her. She aided Lenoly and the others in their quest to thaw Asoko from the Eternal Ice, in which Niko imprisoned her. But that could have been part of the scheme her father appears to be working on in the background. 

    "So, you say she guided you." I repeat Lenoly's explanation. From what I gathered, it sounds like she only pointed in the general direction, and the expedition filled in the blanks. 

    "Well... yes." The little bakari responds with a thoughtful tilt of her head, then points at Asoko. "Without Flann telling us of this possibility, she would still be on ice." 

    I look my other half up and down. It would seem she didn't have Tamariki's template or didn't think of using it to free herself from the so-called Eternal Ice. She's another me, so I can see her failing to remember it in a tense moment, even if it was something as important as that. 

    "I would like to know why she did that." Scrutinizing the emotionless girl's face for any signs of a reaction, I say to nobody in particular. 

    "Because my father told me to." To everybody's surprise, Flann answers without hesitation. It's as if she's wholly unaware of our suspicions toward her. 

    "And do you know why your father told you to do that?" I ask, staring directly into her blue eyes. 

    "I do not." Her unblinking and unflinching expression doesn't tell me anything about her mental state. She could be lying, and I couldn't discern it. "He appears to be working toward a greater goal, but I am not privy to the truth." 

    "I thought as much." Not regarding Flann not knowing anything but that Mithra has his own agenda. The issue is whether he works for Nemesis or is using even him, the Primordial Terror and destroyer of Old Human civilization. For now, I couldn't even begin to imagine what goes on inside the bandage-covered man's mind. 

    Still, this doesn't clear Flann of our suspicions. Supposing she really knows nothing, it would mean that Mithra is using his own daughter as merely another tool to reach his goal. But if she's complicit in his schemes, the former is exactly what she would want us to believe. 

    "If you wish, I could try to find out." Flann suddenly offers, and I narrow my eyes. It would be great if she could do that, but all this is assuming I trust her. At least I can tell that she's not saying this to escape from us. After all, she could teleport away, and we wouldn't be able to stop her. 

    "Would that put you in danger?" I ask with my arms crossed. This causes her eyebrow to twitch - the first sign of emotion she has shown so far. 

    "You would be concerned for my safety?" She wonders, showing that she's aware of her situation after all. But from her intent gaze into my eyes, I can tell that emotions have stirred within her. Maybe I was wrong to think that she was scheming with her father. 

    "Well, I can't in good conscience send somebody on a life-threatening mission alone." With a shrug and a wry smile, I respond truthfully. I'm not trusting her yet, but if she's just an awkward girl unable to express her emotions, it would mean I'm sending an innocent person to her potential death. 

    For a while, Flann's eyes are fixed on mine. Then, she lowers her gaze as if unable to sort her thoughts. Everybody remains quiet, watching the emotionless girl display what could be her first feelings. She seems confused about why anybody would care about her safety. Maybe her father only ever treated her as a tool or an extension of his reach. 

    "Thank you for your concern." Finally, she returns her gaze to me, expressionless as always, and speaks. "My father will not harm me." 

    "Why do you think so?" Now I'm actually worried. 

    "If he had no more use for me, I would already no longer exist." It's an exceedingly sad answer, but she doesn't seem aware of it herself. At least she appears to foresee a time when her father will abandon her - maybe even kill her. 

    "If that time ever comes, return to me." I stand up from my seat and extend a hand toward Flann. The black-haired girl stares at it for a moment, then nods in understanding without changing her expression. Maybe I'm being deceived, but at this moment, I truly want to protect her. 

    "Then I shall leave to fulfill this task." Flann stands up from her chair and bows slightly. Before anybody can react, she disappears into a soundless vortex. 

    We stare at the place she vanished from for a moment, then exchange looks with each other. Kamii, Daica, and Hestia each have something to say about this, but Lenoly preempts them. 

    "It's hard to say why, but I trust her." The little bakari explains. "She just seems so... pure." 

    "Yes, I had that feeling, too." I admit while sitting back down and glancing at Kamii. The little dark elf's expression is inscrutable, but something tells me she agrees with my assessment. Daica can't decide because she knows less about Flann than any of us, but she leans in the same direction. Meanwhile, Hestia isn't as easily swayed. 

    "I will defer to your decision. But if she shows any signs of betraying you, I will not hesitate to kill her." The fallen Fata declares in a severe tone, and her mechanical wings' parts click dangerously as they quiver. When it comes to protecting me, she's very straightforward, and I appreciate that. Now, I only wish her first reaction weren't to resort to murder. 

    "From what I can tell, she's a good girl." Asoko responds, actively trying to balance out Hestia's relentless words. "But always be prepared for betrayal in this world." 

    I lower my gaze. When I think back, my behavior at the Royal Academy in Kongenssoevn must have seemed like a betrayal to many. Most professors treated me so well during my time there, so what I did was inexcusable. Well, some did try to kill me because I became close with Hestia, but they got what they deserved in the end. 

    Of course, when hostilities broke out, we were equally at fault for trying to kill each other. In the end, I was simply the more powerful one and lived. Maybe nobody would have had to die if we had only taken the time and talked it out. 

    "It wasn't your fault, Chloe." Lenoly seems to see through my thoughts and assuages me. "Humans and demons simply can't coexist in peace for long. There will always come a time when our differences result in bloodshed." 

    I look up and stare at the little bakari in shock. There's a fire in her eyes I haven't seen before. It would seem that since we separated, she experienced many things that forced her to mature toward a darker path. Gone is the innocent young girl wanting to learn fire magic from me. As the Bearer of the Flame and a demon, she knows her place in this world. 

    "That's not right." We can coexist if there is a will, and that will is created through dialogue rather than subjugation. "I will show you." 

      

    We depart for Arkaim in the afternoon, leaving Ninlil, Tamariki, and Asoko's maids in Erbilan for the time being. Although it's the first time for Asoko and Lenoly to ride on the Chaos Jet, neither seems especially surprised by this configuration. I hear that my other half has already flown in a similar fashion. 

    Along the way, I explain the truth of the Old Humans and the Reality Engine to Asoko and Lenoly. For now, they may understand the concept, but seeing the advanced technology of the Death Moon should show them the reality of this world. 

    When we reach the capital, my other half breathes a sigh of nostalgia at the sight of the bustling streets. Most of Arkaim is still in ruins, but seeing people busily clearing the rubble and building scaffolds to start fixing the crumbling houses gives me hope for the future. 

    Several members of the Maid Corps greet us when we land in the courtyard and head for the main entrance. They report to Rewera about the things occurring in our absence so that she can distill it down to the essentials I need to know. Judging by her silence afterward, nothing noteworthy happened. 

    "What are you doing here?!" Asoko points at Aurelia when she sees her approach. Now that I think about it, the last time these two met was as enemies in the underground armory of Castra Legionis. In my other half's mind, I must have killed the Golden Queen when I swallowed her. 

    "Oh, you are the lesser Chaos." Not at all confused or offended by Asoko's tone, Aurelia tilts her head back in her usual pose of superiority. 

    "You wanna go?!" Raising her fists, my other half prepares for battle. 

    "Knock it off. She's with me now." I bop Asoko over the head, and she turns to stare at me in bewilderment. "I won't explain the details, but we came to an understanding." 

    "We are lovers." The Golden Queen clarifies before approaching me, grabbing my chin, and pulling me in for a forceful kiss to emphasize our relationship. 

    Lenoly blushes at Aurelia's boldness, but I can sense some envy in her gaze. It's not about our relationship but rather the Golden Queen's fearless and straightforward attitude. After all, the little bakari is too embarrassed to show affection in public like this. 

    "This is a more shocking twist than the ancient advanced technology trope reveal." Asoko remarks with a concerned look at me. "Who else have you made part of your harem? One of those Old Humans?" 

    I tilt my head in thought, then smirk without answering. My other half stares at me with her eyes wide open. Before this comedy skit can continue, Kamii pulls on my sleeve. 

    "We should get going." The little dark elf doesn't show many emotions on her face, but I can tell she's impatient. We came here for the transportation circle to show Asoko and Lenoly the Death Moon. 

    "Where are you heading?" Aurelia asks with a glance across my entourage. Her eyes stay on Lenoly for a little longer than the others since she doesn't know her. Perhaps she senses something in the little bakari, but she doesn't say a word. 

    "To see the truth." This is the second time I'm bringing somebody to the Death Moon to show them the reality of the false gods. I wish we could have done it all in one go, but not everybody was present. At least I hope Senka and Exia have gleaned something new from checking the databanks since yesterday. 

      

    The Death Moon transportation room is the same as always. The moment the stream of light ends, and Asoko and Lenoly can see their surroundings again, they gasp in wonder. My other half knows such sights from science fiction movies and games, so she's not as confused as the little bakari, who has never seen so much metal and glass in one place. 

    We exit the circular room, go through Alexander's workshop and enter the command center. It's empty, aside from Exia sitting in the commander's chair and typing away on the console. She doesn't hear us approaching, so I play a little prank on her. Tapping her shoulder and extending a finger, I poke her soft cheek when she turns her head. 

    "Welcome back, senpai." The cloud girl doesn't react in annoyance and instead greets me with a broad smile. 

    "Did something good happen?" I wonder, glancing at my comrades. 

    "Yes, indeed! Several good things, in fact." Exia announces with her flat chest puffed out in pride. I feel compelled to pat her hair, but I hold myself back from doing so long enough for her to continue talking. "But first, something you have already seen the effect of." 

    The cloud girl gestures for Hestia to come over. When the fallen Fata comes over, she's told to turn around and show off her mechanical wings. Only a few days passed between my leaving them on the Death Moon and the battle against Zeke and Xing. These wings' intricate design and perfected machinery couldn't have been a makeshift job, no matter how much of a genius Kleihn is. 

    "Kleihn found Alexander's industrial-scale workshop where he made things he couldn't do in his small room. There's a replicator." Exia explains, and my eyes widen. A replicator is a machine that can build anything from a template created on a computer. It's the device Aurelia used to make Vanadia's Will to her specifications. Having that at our disposal gives us many new options. "Alexander had designs for Fata prostheses in his databanks. That's how we could outfit her so quickly." 

    I have to thank Alexander that Hestia can fly again, but I wouldn't put it past him to have amputated healthy Fata wings just to test his inventions in the past. Not that I would ever actually thank him, considering all the evil he has done. 

    "There are many variations, but we gave her the most sensible ones for beginners." When Exia continues, I furrow my brow. The inbuilt beam cannons don't seem that sensible or beginner-friendly to me, but Hestia did use them to great effect in battle. 

    "What are the other good things you discovered?" I ask while caressing Hestia's wings. The fallen Fata shows a sad expression when I do that, most likely because she doesn't feel my touch. Maybe there is a model among Alexander's inventions that can transmit sensations. 

    "This battle station has a cloaking mechanism that makes it invisible to sensors." Exia responds while bringing up a schematic on the big screen of the command center. Once again, I don't understand what I'm looking at, but it seems to emphasize what she's talking about. "As such, we don't need to fear that he will return to reclaim it as long as he doesn't physically come here." 

    "That sounds great but scary." What would happen if Alexander or one of his goons did come here to check for the crater the Death Moon was meant to make when he initiated its self-destruction sequence? 

    "Well, it seems that nerd doesn't doubt for a moment that it self-destructed." The cloud girl's fingers fly over the console again, and the big screen displays a text that scrolls down periodically. I don't understand what it says, but even I can tell it's akin to a chat program. "We learned that when we tapped into Alexander's communication network. By the way, it's unencrypted." 

    Now that's indeed great news. With this, we can monitor his activities. Exia then explains that the Mage of the Beginning has many sanctums all across the world except for the airspace above Armeria. They're separated into the sanctum type manned by Chosen Knight trainees with brain-jacked drones working the machinery in secret and the technologically advanced ones fully operated by new humans from the Rhodos Station. 

    Every last one of them has firepower capable of eliminating entire cities one at a time, but the Death Moon was the most powerful among them. I'm glad we were able to take that away from him, although it doesn't change the overwhelming technological advantage he possesses over us. 

    "Right now, Alexander is biding his time. As long as Kerry is with us, he will be worried about a repeat of Rikshakti." The cloud girl gestures at the schematics showing the damages caused by the God of Comets crashing through the battle station repeatedly. She wasn't there to witness it, but she heard the story and read the logs in the downed station. "But from some of his communications, we have found that he's gathering his forces from across the world." 

    "Do you know what he plans to do with them?" Daica suddenly comes forward and asks. She remembers when they found the bowels of Alkupera's sanctum and the horrors within. Putting the brain-jacked beings out of their misery was a mercy. 

    "Even without seeing his communications, I can tell he wants to free Zeke from the Arkheim vault." I answer with an annoyed expression. This would mean that Arkaim is going to become a battlefield again. 

    "Should we evacuate the city?" Rewera inquires in a professional tone. She has already thought ahead after my statement and considers the safety of the citizens first. 

    "Not yet. As long as we have a deterrent in Kerry, he won't waste his battle stations in an open conflict." I respond with a thoughtful glance at the communication logs that I can't decipher. "But we should make preparations." 

    "Can't we find him and strike first?" Asoko wonders and points at the big screen. "I'm sure you can find the coordinates of his battle stations. Then we can pick them off one by one before they're all in place." 

    "But if we do that, we would leave Arkaim vulnerable." I cross my arms and shake my head. After all, Kerry is the only one who can destroy Alexander's needlessly big ships quickly. 

    "Maybe that's exactly what we should do." Kamii speaks up, drawing everybody's gazes to her. 

    "Do what?" Gram's voice echoes through the command center, pulling our attention away from the little dark elf before she can continue. The big man ascends the stairs to our platform, followed by Rolan and Luna. They wear the Death Moon crew uniforms, fitting in surprisingly well even though the fallen hero still wears his sheath on a belt and the half-elf carries her staff. 

    "You're right on time." I wave them over. "I have somebody to introduce to you." 

    "I have heard of you, Chosen One." Lenoly glares at Rolan. 

    "Then this makes it easier." Before the little bakari can say anything else, I raise a hand to stop her. "We are now working together to bring down the false gods. In fact, they saved my life in my battle against Zeke and Xing." 

    This is what I wanted to show Lenoly. Demons and humans can coexist once the Old Humans are gone. Without their indoctrination and maneuvering in the background, our people have no reason to fight each other. And how better to show that than let her know I can even reconcile with the person who killed my mother. 

    Technically, it was Xing who landed the killing blow in secret. And I got my revenge on him in the end. But Lenoly doesn't need to know the exact details since I'm trying to make a point here. 

    "Are you really alright with that?" Asoko asks with her brow furrowed. She doesn't know that Pelomyx was our mother from our previous life, or she wouldn't have been this calm when faced with Rolan. Maybe it's better if she never learns this truth. 

    "Yes, that's what I decided." I declare without hesitation. My other half looks me in the eyes, then sighs and shakes her head in resignation. Lenoly doesn't look convinced, but when Asoko agrees, she doesn't want to remain obstinate. Still, her gaze tells me she will keep an eye on Rolan and his party. 

    "Where is Sigurd?" Kamii asks, tilting her entire body slightly to look behind the big man. 

    "He's talking with his mother. They have much to share." Gram replies with a warm smile. The mother in question is Sidonia, the Lady of Brilliance. They reunited after who knows how long apart and finally found some time to speak, so we shouldn't interrupt their moment. 

    "Then you can tell him later." The little dark elf says with her usual neutral expression. She turns to address everybody in the room. "I have a plan." 

      

    Exia takes me aside after the strategy meeting in the command center and brings me to see Kleihn, who has been digging through Alexander's industrial-scale workshop for his newest inventions. Apparently, the gremlin maid has discovered many interesting things there. 

    The workshop lies at the end of the tubes where the Vanadia clones were brought into the transportation room. An elevator large enough for Alexander and one Proxima lies across from the door leading into his private room. 

    When the door opens after a short ride down, we find ourselves in a massive chamber featuring various machines. In one corner is a collection of several dozen glass tubes filled with some clear liquid. They most likely used to house the Vanadia clones Alexander sent against us in his desperation to escape. 

    At the center of this factory-like hall is a gigantic, hourglass-shaped structure connecting the ceiling and the floor. A constant hum comes from it and permeates the atmosphere, but it's not an unpleasant sound. One could surely lose track of time while working under these conditions. 

    Kleihn stands on a small stepladder at a workbench and appears to be putting something together. She doesn't hear us approaching and continues to work at an incredible speed. Be it her innate dexterity or an ability gained from the Reality Engine, her hands move too quickly to follow with one's eyes. 

    A moment later, she finishes the assembly of a bouncing-sized metallic sphere sporting three large holes arranged like in a bowling ball. It looks like a crude head for an equally crude robot, but I can tell it has a different purpose. Whatever it is, Kleihn appears content with its completion and lifts it off the workbench when she notices us. 

    "Oh, Chaos-sama!" She patters over to me, lugging the huge and evidently heavy ball with both hands. Without wasting time on greetings or a bow, she looks up at me with glittering eyes. "This should revolutionize our battle against the false gods!" 

    "What is it?" I pat Kleihn's head and ask. Her pointy fur-covered ears twitch in surprise, but her inventor's passion is stronger than her maidenly heart, so she immediately shifts back to her nerdy gear. 

    "I found the concept for something called an Imagination Inhibition Field generator in Alexander's databanks." She explains before putting the device on the floor and sticking a finger into one of its holes to push a button inside. It signals that it has become active with a short beeping noise. She picks it back up and raises it to her chest before looking up at me with an expectant grin. "Hit me with a spell." 

    "What?" I blink my eyes. 

    "Hit me with a spell!" Kleihn repeats herself, slightly annoyed that I didn't comply immediately. I frown in confusion, then look down at the ball. 

    "What does this do?" I lean over the little gremlin with a scrutinizing gaze, causing her to remember who she's talking to. 

    "Oh, uh. I meant no disrespect, Chaos-sama!" She tries to bow but almost falls forward due to the weight in her hands. Righting herself with tottering steps, she begins to explain. "The IIF generator stops everything created through the Reality Engine within its area of effect." 

    "What?!" Exia cries out at that revelation and pulls back with her cloud. "How is that possible?" 

    "Well, it generates a quantum field stabilizer that warps-" Kleihn begins, but I raise a hand to stop her. I won't understand the principle behind technology so far removed from anything I know from my time. She can explain it to Exia in detail later. 

    "Let's see, then." I bring a hand close to the ball and create a flame on my finger. At least that's what I want to do, but nothing happens. It would seem that this device works. "How far is its range?" 

    "About half a pace in radius. It should cover all of me." The gremlin maid tilts her head in thought while trying to measure the area around the ball with her amber eyes. She realizes my disappointment and shows a wry smile. "That's why it's only a concept. Alexander seems to have abandoned its development." 

    I take the ball out of Kleihn's hands and realize how heavy it is. Its size and weight, combined with its tiny area of effect, make this device impractical for use by pretty much anybody. Even I wouldn't think of using it since it would barely cover my body. 

    "I'll keep working on this. Maybe I can find a way to increase the area of effect and reduce its weight." The gremlin maid scratches the back of her head before taking the ball back from me. 

    "Before you do that, make sure to tell me." Exia calls out to Kleihn from quite a distance, still looking distressed. "I can't get anywhere near that." 

    "What's the matter?" I wonder with a confused look. Maybe she will revert to her real appearance like Zeke did when Sidonia removed his abilities, which she doesn't want to show people. 

    "Without the Reality Engine, all my data will disappear." She responds with noticeable terror in her eyes. That would indeed be a huge loss, not only for her but the entire world. After all, she has the entire collected knowledge of old humanity stored in her cloud memory. 

    "I think now is a good opportunity to back it all up on a hard drive, then." I point at the replicator in the room. 

    "Do you have any idea how much data I have?" She asks with her brow furrowed in displeasure at my ignorance. "I would need a storage medium the size of this Death Moon." 

    "Sounds tough. I'm sure you'll figure something out." I grin at the cloud girl, whose expression only turns into resignation. Then I look at Kleihn again, who has been watching our exchange with a curious expression. Although she already seems well-versed in Old Human technology, the concepts of data and cloud storage are still beyond her. "For her sanity, try to make sure that you don't underestimate the range of this thing when you do upgrade it." 

    "I'll make it cover twice as much of an area for half the weight next." Kleihn salutes with a self-confident grin that reveals her sharp canines. 

    "I'm looking forward to it." I pat her head again, and she hums in joy.

  


   
    Chapter 187 - Nightwane 

      

      

    We have Airiunne's dinner in Arkaim castle. Although I was tempted to try out the Death Moon mess hall for the novelty of it, the brownie maid's cooking is still more enticing for me. Rolan and his party joined us on our way back, making us a sizeable group even with Senka, Exia, Sigurd, and Sidonia remaining in the battle station. 

    At one point, even Aratio appeared out of thin air, enticed by the smell of a feast. She has been gone since my inofficial coronation in the throne room, doubtlessly needing some time to process things for herself. Her eyes are a little red, but she seems to have regained most of her liveliness and appetite. 

    It's when everybody is sitting at a table eating together peacefully that I am most content. Asoko and Lenoly still feel some apprehension toward Rolan, but the atmosphere in the room melts away their resistance. 

    Since Aurelia is handling the administration for me, I have some free time. If not for the Golden Queen, I wouldn't be here now, enjoying Airiunne's heavenly food with my comrades. It doesn't mean I have no work at all, though. The aftermath of the battle at Erbilan will still take some time. And then comes the lengthy rebuilding process of the Dominion. 

    The thought dampens my mood slightly, but it's nothing looking at my beloved girls can't fix. Kamii notices my gaze and returns it with her inscrutable amethyst galaxies. Then she furrows her brow slightly before gesturing across the table with her glance. I follow her eyes and see Daica silently eating her meal while listening to the others talking. 

    This reminds me of when I showed the dark elf sisters my true appearance on the Death Moon. Daica said something to me back then that I haven't had time to make good on due to all the things that have happened since. 

    Perhaps tonight is finally the time. 

    Daica turns to look at me with her swirling amethyst galaxies that are so similar yet so distinct from her elder sister's. She seems to notice what my stare implies, and her eyes start to swim. Her confidence and assertiveness from back then have reverted to her usual embarrassment and shyness. 

    But then, she closes her eyes and breathes in and out to gather her thoughts before returning my gaze. All I can see now is a seductive smile, inviting me to do unspeakable things to her. I blink in surprise, then nod and tilt my head to signal that we'll get to it later. 

    Kamii watches our silent exchange with a skeptical look. She has witnessed her little sister's repeated failures in the past. But when she finds us reach our understanding, she shows the tiniest hint of an approving smile. 

    "Are you two finally going to do it?" Tokomaha suddenly asks in the Tuwheranui language, pulling me out of the moment. The little goddess wears a smug grin, having discerned everything by watching our expressions. 

    "Yes. She was the first woman in this world I have fallen for, but we have been apart for a long time." I don't let myself get drawn into Tokomaha's mischief and respond with the truth. But my mood drops slightly when I glance at the uncharacteristically quiet Aratio eating by herself next to the God of Growth. Tahiri's death is still so fresh, so this doesn't feel right. 

    "You shouldn't let that stop you. Life is short. Enjoy it while it lasts." She sees through my thoughts. Leaning back on her chair, the little goddess speaks in a soft tone that belies her youthful appearance. In these moments, one can see beyond her physical façade and glean her incredibly ancient and wise true personality. 

    Tokomaha is right. We can't know what awaits us tomorrow. We may be ageless, but death can still come for even the most powerful among us. When even Tahiri, who could turn her body into living lightning, can die, nobody is truly safe. 

    "I'll make sure you won't be disturbed." The little goddess winks at me, and I blink. I noticed back in Quiraqui that Tokomaha seems to like playing the wingwoman. In Aurelia's case, she helped mend our relationship in one way or another. Or rather, she gave me the push I needed to do it myself. 

    "Thanks." I close my eyes and nod. From now on, whenever I'm not busy, I'll make sure to spend time with my beloved girls. Of course, that includes nighttime since I don't need to sleep. Turning to look at Daica again, I suppress the urge to lick my lips in anticipation. 

      

    I haven't been officially crowned yet, but the royal bed-chamber has been prepared for me. It's a much larger room than the one I woke up in when I reincarnated into this body. The large windows face the rear gardens, and the gigantic canopy bed looks like it was made for many people to lie in at once. 

    This was originally Aldeath's bed, which he shared with various women throughout his reign. The last was my mother, who continued to sleep here alone after his passing. Rewera reassured me that the mattress and sheets had been replaced since those times without me asking. The question must have shown on my face, though. 

    At this advanced hour, the castle is growing quiet. Only the echoing heeled footsteps of maids on duty patrolling the corridors can be heard. Rolan and his party returned to the Death Moon, Tokomaha sleeps in the castle gardens where she built herself a nest-like home, and everybody else got their own rooms. 

    As I approach the bed with the red velvet curtains, I notice that the frame is made from steel. I can imagine that Aldeath may have broken many a wooden frame in his time, prompting him to commission one as sturdy as this. 

    The thick wooden door features cloth padding, and the walls are covered in simple but elegant tapestries. It's quite clear that they serve to muffle sounds both ways. I appreciate that, considering what I will primarily use this room for. 

    A muffled knock on the door tells me that this relatively primitive medieval soundproofing works to an extent. I open the door rather than try to call out to the person on the other side. Before me stands Daica, wearing her nightgown and satin gloves. 

    She removes her gloves, extends her bare hands to place them on my chest, and lightly pushes me back into the room. She closes the door behind her with her heel and looks up at me. In the twilight of the warm orange-colored light crystals acting in place of candles, the dark elf's amethyst galaxy eyes are glowing in anticipation. 

    I silently put a hand around her waist and pull her to me. She slides her arms up around my neck, raises her face to meet my lips with hers, and we share a kiss where we stand. I know that her curse no longer has any noticeable effect on me, but a tingle reminiscent of our first touch runs through my body. It's from the soft sensation of the kiss rather than a supernatural phenomenon. 

    On our way through the room, we continue to share in mutual caresses as if trying to ascertain that we are indeed here. This has been a long time coming, but that it took until now was the result of many unfortunate situations and our own missteps. Still, nothing will stop us this time. 

    When we reach the bed, Daica's nightgown is already undone and drops to the floor. Her hands were blindly searching for the folds and buttons in my clothes to undress me, but when she separates from our kiss, she finds me already naked. It's the convenience - or perhaps inconvenience - of making clothes from my own matter. 

    She pouts a little, but I touch my nose to hers and cause her to giggle from the ticklish sensation. Even though she looks physically the most mature among all my girls, her heart is that of a maiden. Her curse and life experiences have shaped her into an adult on the surface, but when she's with me, she can be her true self. 

    Falling backward onto the bed, Daica raises her arms to invite me into her embrace. Her mauve purple cheeks are flushed, showing that she's still the shy and embarrassed woman I fell for. But she has gained the self-confidence to ask for what she wants now. Of course, I oblige her and lean over her for another kiss. 

    I still remember that she had something quite specific involving my real appearance in mind, but for now, I want to be with her as a human. And she doesn't mind since she enjoys any form of connection with me right now; after all, this is our long-awaited first time. 

    Daica's breaths grow hotter as our tongues intertwine. The tingling sensation I used to get from her curse seems to return now, but it soon becomes indistinguishable from the electric shocks that the waves of pleasure send through my body. It's still only a kiss, but it can be this potent when done with the person you love. 

    My fingers run across her skin and soon find their way to her two bountiful mounds. Finally, I have confirmation that Daica's breasts are indeed in a class of their own. Her body is voluptuous, to say the least, but now that I touch her directly, I feel the truth. These are the mountains of plenty, shuddering under my caress as they rise and fall with her quickening breath. 

    Her exotic mauve purple skin adds a layer of beauty to her shapely figure under the weak light of the lamp crystals. There is only one of her kind in this world, as corruption has given her a unique form among dark elves. But the most important aspect about her is that she's my beloved Daica. 

    She wordlessly seeks my touch, pulling me into her embrace to feel more of my skin on hers. She is denied this with everybody but other corrupted beings, and only with me can she ask for such ample physical contact. Our bodies seem to meld into one as our breasts squeeze together, our bellies touch, and our thighs entangle. 

    If it were the Daica before we were separated for almost two years, she would have fainted from the excitement long ago. But she now matches my movements, quickly learning what to do from my more experienced hands. She doesn't hold anything back and shows that she's ready to go all the way. 

    Her body and breaths grow hotter as our exploring caresses become more daring. My kisses move down from her neck and collarbone to her breasts. Once more, I'm impressed by their size, and I feel compelled to look down at my own for comparison. Daica notices my gaze and chuckles at my childish behavior. 

    I bury my face in her chest, and she embraces my head with another ticklish giggle. This soft sensation is heavenly, and I could lose myself in it. There's a calming quality to Daica's embrace, and I have to actively avoid the grip of sleepiness assaulting me so suddenly. 

    Both my hands together are too small to cup even one of her breasts, let alone both at the same time. I've heard the saying that a small chest is a status symbol, but they are a different kind of status symbol when they reach this size. I can't help but philosophize while caressing and kneading them with my hands. It's like I've reached enlightenment upon being presented with these treasures of the world. 

    Suddenly, I notice Daica's expectant gaze underneath the pleasure from my touch. She's enjoying herself, but she wants more. She wants what she fantasized about back when I revealed that I was a demon to her and Kamii by turning my arm into a tentacle. What she wished of me on the Death Moon when I showed my true appearance. 

    I slowly transform, beginning with my fingers and hands. Countless tentacles spread across the big dark elf's breasts, feeling their way across her skin, which shivers in excitement at this new sensation. Her swirling amethyst galaxy eyes are fixated on the phenomenon unfolding before them, and she's unable to blink as my body turns into its larger original shape. 

    The big dark elf may be taller and curvier than any elf can ever become, but she's still half a head shorter than me in my human form. Now, I tower over her by almost two heads, and my spread tentacle arms threaten to cover her completely. What would happen if I used my entire body? 

    That thought gives me an idea, as I remember that time in Kongenssoevn when I turned into her clothes. Back then, we didn't have the leeway to consider the possibilities with that arrangement. Now, I can delve into that once more. 

    My body slowly engulfs Daica, like a tar pit swallowing its victim. Her gaze shows a hint of anxiety, but excitement and pleasure from my tentacles growing all across her skin win. She doesn't attempt to struggle at this doubtlessly fearsome sight and sensation, welcoming my embrace with hot breaths. 

    I once read in the news about a woman who killed and ate her lover because she wanted to become one with him in the most literal sense. Considering I consume by swallowing my victims into my body, this horrifying thought causes me to slow my movements. I would never harm Daica, but I could make a terrible mistake in the heat of the moment. 

    She looks up at me questioningly through the haze of the pleasure already assaulting most of her body. My inner conflict seems to show even when I have no face. She raises a hand to caress my cheek, and I sense the tingle from her curse more keenly than ever. Even though her curse shouldn't be different anywhere on her skin, her fingertips seem to speak to me. I can take it - that's what they're telling me. I look at her face and find her smiling invitingly, which only confirms my thought. With this, I'm unbound. 

    Daica gasps in surprise when I spread across her quickly and envelop her completely. My body turns into a tight bodysuit on the outside while the inside is lined with tiny tentacles stimulating every inch of her skin. It feels like I have become one giant tongue, feeling and tasting her entire body. Still, I can't have enough of her and want more. Within this unscientific space larger than physically possible that lies between the bodysuit and my tentacles, I grow out a human shape and embrace her.  

    Through quickening breaths, Daica attempts to say something when she beholds her surreal surroundings. But I quickly cover her mouth with my own and entwine my tongue with hers. My hands seek her most sensitive spots to touch them with more intent than the background stimulation the suit already performs on her. The heat from her body mixes with mine and turns this space into a sauna. 

    Daica arches her back when my wiggling tentacle-covered fingers run down her belly and move between her thighs. She's already wet, and her quivering body tells me she's enjoying herself. Still, as before, I can sense that she wants even more. 

    I spread Daica's legs and line myself up with her. Since the suit also covers her face, she can't see or hear what's happening, but that sensory deprivation seems to stimulate her excitement. Needing no other signal than a shudder of anticipation, I grind my nethers against hers. In an impossible display of Crawling Chaos anatomy, I kiss both her upper and lower lips at the same time. My hands, now free to explore, find her breasts and caress them individually. 

    Only moments later, Daica has her first climax from the simultaneous sensory deprivation and overload. Its suddenness and intensity surprise me as her body convulses and her hips jump. She unconsciously grinds her lower body against mine and gives me a taste of my own medicine. Even though I'm touching her all over, the shock that runs through me is strongest here. 

    Drawing back from her so that she can breathe, I turn back into my human form and hug her from behind as she still twitches from the aftershock of her climax. Her skin is slick from a combination of her sweat and my mucus, accentuating her spotless mauve purple skin. 

    I kiss her neck from behind and squeeze her tightly to convey my love. She continues to pant from the exhaustion of her convulsions but soon seeks my lips with her own once more. This is her first time, but she seems to recover quickly and wordlessly asks for another round. Who would I be if I didn't oblige her? 

    With our changed position, I swallow her into the tentacle suit again and let her feel the full extent of the possibilities that come with my convenient body. The night is still young, and I know that Daica has built up her stamina during our time apart. Still, she will find that I'm inexhaustible. 

      

    Sunrise is nearing when Daica falls asleep from exhaustion. My body is satisfied, and my heart is full after being able to give and receive such pleasure from my beloved woman. Lying on the bed beside her and listening to her rhythmic breaths, I bask in the afterglow. 

    It is in these moments that I begin reminiscing about the past, about all the things that led up to this moment. I met Daica by chance when I decided to mess with Luna and followed her to her store in Hovsgaerden. One could say fate brought us together, especially since I also acquired Senka back then - though I wouldn't say it like this in front of the doll girl. And in meeting Daica, I also got to find Kamii. 

    In our time in Hovsgaerden, we were together but never got very far. Instead, I deepened my relationship with her elder sister in great leaps. Of course, there wasn't much time or privacy during our journey to Kongenssoevn. 

    When I was forced to live at the Royal Academy, I only saw Daica once in half a year before the incident in the teleportation chamber. It then took us several months to return to the capital from the Khurut Sultanate. 

    Once back, we had to deal with pressing matters that didn't give us much time together. After that, I was sent to the Moon by Mithra, and we didn't see each other again until we reunited under Alexander's Death Moon. 

    In our time apart, I corrupted and journeyed with Hestia, entwined my fate with Aurelia's, tamed - or perhaps was tamed by - Tokomaha, and had the honor and joy of being with Tahiri for as long as I did. 

    Sitting up from the bed and combing my hair back with my fingers, I look out the window at the starlit sky. I promised Aurelia I wouldn't think about any other woman while with her, so I should keep it the same with all the others. But in these moments of loneliness during the night, I can't help it. 

    Walking over to the window, I peer up at the cloudless night sky. It reminds me that Tahiri, the God of the Sky, is gone from this world. She was killed by the same person who murdered my mother. And while I got revenge, her absence leaves me with a hole in my heart. I can only hope to fill it with my love for those who remain. 

    I turn around to look at Daica but am faced with a distortion in space from which Flann appears. 

    "I have returned." She declares in an emotionless tone, not showing any reaction to the smell that doubtlessly permeates this room. 

    "That was quick." I stare at the robed girl wielding Mithra's original gnarled staff with an eyebrow raised and grow clothes from my skin. I expected her to be gone for several days, but it has maybe only been half a day since she disappeared in a vortex on the Death Moon. "Let's talk somewhere else." 

    I don't want to disturb the sleeping Daica, and I want to keep the issue with Mithra a secret for the time being. Turning around to open the window, I consider flying out with Flann in my arms and head for the roof. But then, my surroundings warp into a vortex that distorts my perception of reality. 

    A split second later, we're on the roof of Arkaim castle's main building, right above the throne room. I turn to look at Flann, whose expression is inscrutable as always. Raising an eyebrow at the fact that she seems to have read my mind regarding where I wanted to go, I sigh. 

    "So, what have you learned?" I ask when the black-haired girl before me waits for me to speak up. 

    "My father was willing to reveal his goals when I asked him." Flann's blue eyes are fixed on mine. 

    "Now we only need to find out if he was telling the truth." I shrug and state with a cynical scoff. 

    "I believe there was no falsehood in what he told me." Shaking her head, Flann argues in her usual emotionless tone. "But he did not tell me everything." 

    "So what did he tell you?" I raise an eyebrow at her wording, but it was to be expected. 

    "My father is helping Nemesis return to his progenitor. Once he does, this world will be free of him." Flann begins to explain, but I raise an eyebrow in surprise. This is the first time I hear about the existence of Nemesis's progenitor. She appears to realize I'm missing some context and closes her blue eyes to think how best to explain. When she opens them again, she seems to have found an answer. "You and Nemesis are not of this world. You are the offspring of a cosmic being." 

    "Well, I knew we were aliens." I cross my arms and look aside in thoughtfulness. Nemesis did say that we came from outside the system, and I've been called a child of the stars a few times. 

    "Not merely aliens. You are existences from beyond this dimension." Flann denies my simple notion of our origin. Somehow I'm not shocked; my mind is surprisingly calm at this revelation, maybe because I already felt it deep inside. A Crawling Chaos has so many properties that defy the laws of reality here, but they might make sense in a dimension with different rules. 

    "So, your father is trying to save this world from Nemesis?" I'm skeptical about Mithra's obscure and convoluted plan. He helped the Primordial Terror commit the atrocity in the Pacha Empire, so I can't trust him. "Then what was he doing here with my mother?" 

    "Everything is to banish Nemesis. And he told me that you and your other parts will play a great role in it." Flann asserts in a matter-of-fact tone. It sounds to me as if Mithra can predict the future. "Once Nemesis is gone, my father will no longer interfere in your lives. You will be free." 

    That sounds too good to be true. In either case, it's up to me to discern whether what Flann told me is true. After all, it came from Mithra, the mastermind behind everything that happened to me since reincarnating into this age. 

    "What about you then?" Looking her up and down, I compare Flann to her father. She looks completely human, albeit always emotionless, but I imagine it's nothing more than a mask. 

    "I am merely a tool to fulfill my father's goal." Flann bats her eyelids and looks down. Then she returns her gaze to meet mine, and I'm startled to see emotions in her eyes for the first time. They show hints of uncertainty and fear. "As such, I do not know more than I need to." 

    "You're not just a tool." I extend a hand toward her but stop myself short from patting her hair. Her expression has already returned to her usual emotionless one, and her big blue eyes stare intently at me. Lowering my hand again, I sigh and mutter to myself when I consider how long Nemesis has been on Earth. "Since when has Mithra been planning all this?" 

    "I would not know. I was born not too long ago." But Flann takes it as a question directed at her and replies with a shake of her head. That only raises further questions in my mind. Why would Mithra be a father to her if he only sees her as a tool? And who is her mother? As if having read my mind, she gazes into my eyes and continues. "Your mother provided an empty vessel from her matter, and my father placed a consciousness inside it." 

    "Wait..." I blink a few times, then glance across the dark nightscape of ruined Arkaim to sort my thoughts. Looking at Flann's unchanging expression, I can't stop myself from asking even though, deep down, I can tell it's the truth. "You're my sister?" 

    "I am nothing more than a mud doll given a temporary soul to help my creator reach his goals." Her voice is neutral, as always, but the content of her words is nothing but self-deprecating. "Once that has come to pass, my existence will hold no more meaning." 

    "You're my sister." I declare in an assertive tone and hug Flann to my chest. No matter how she was born, she's a physical offspring of my mother. Learning that she's my half-sister is a glimpse of light in the uncertain future that lies before me. "I won't let you be used and thrown away." 

    "I do not know what you could do." She lowers her gaze as if resigning herself to her fate. 

    "Everything in my power." With a serious expression on my face, I deny her nihilistic attitude. Then I grab both her cheeks to force her to look at me. "I am your elder sister. And as an elder sister, I will look after you." 

    Flann's blue eyes widen slightly, and emotions visibly fill them for the first time. She feels an onset of hope at my words and perhaps even the familial warmth I'm trying to convey. I look at her face and pet her head for the longest time, watching her growing confusion at the feelings surely blossoming inside her. 

    "Actually... when were you born?" I ask, realizing that I may have jumped to conclusions. 

    "The winter after Aldeath died." She replies in a natural tone, seemingly not grasping the significance of her answer. 

    "Oh. I'm your little sister, then." I lift my hand off her head as if I was scalded. All I know from my Japanese upbringing is that I should show respect to my elders. Even though I was an only child, I learned from classmates that they would never dare treat their older siblings like I just did. 

    "Then I will be the one to look after you...?" Flann says with a tentative tilt of her head, unsure about the logic behind siblings. 

    "We will look after each other." With these words, I hug her tightly. "As a family."

  


   
    Chapter 188 - Storm Approaching 

      

      

    Half a year has passed in peace and tranquility. 

    Two months after the battle at Erbilan, the retreating Alliance army had made it to occupied Orug before they learned the truth about Pontis Daemonis and their fleet. By that time, Tokomaha had already grown them a new fleet of gigantic rafts that would take them back to their lands in exchange for the weapons they still carried. 

    First Prince Angelus had died from an infection during the arduous retreat. With the Fatas gone, even the best Alliance healers had not been able to save his life. Elven Queen Evelyn had taken over command after his death, and she was far more reasonable a leader. She accepted our terms to ensure the survival of her people. 

    With Angelus's death, the entire Terminus Dynasty is now teetering on the brink since only incompetent people remain in the line of succession for the throne. It's one more nail in the coffin of Zeke's legacy, among many that will follow in the coming years. 

    I was officially crowned Queen of the Dominion in Arkaim castle a week after the last Alliance troops departed our shores. All clan leaders were present, and a weeklong festival was held in the capital, which had been largely repaired under Aurelia's guidance. 

    Asoko left the Dominion with her lovers and maids soon after my coronation. She told me she wanted to journey across the world to make up for the time lost because of being frozen. She learned to transform into the proper Chaos Jet from me and decided to head to the Khurut Sultanate to visit Malika first. 

    The nation was quickly rebuilding and recovering from the invasion. Tokomaha not only turned the Fields of Huwinn into fertile farmland but also helped regrow large swathes of the Niverlant Sea of Trees. With financial aid from the Sheason clan's vast fortunes gained from deceiving the Alliance, the displaced population is beginning to resettle the lands beyond Erbilan. 

    In all that time, Senka and Exia continued to monitor Alexander's activities. Since he has lived for many millennia, his patience in planning his next move is unparalleled. After all, the scenario for the demon-human war was irrevocably destroyed, so he doesn't need to rush anything. We can be sure he will come prepared for any situation his admittedly vast intellect can conjure. 

    My days are spent meeting with dignitaries on some occasions and leaving the castle to speak to the citizens on others. Aurelia handles most of the numbers-crunching and policy-making I know I would ruin with my involvement. In a way, she's far more fitting to be the Dominion's queen, but she refused the position when I offered it to her half-jokingly. 

    She argued that Vanadia was also a fighter and a conqueror, not an administrator. But choosing the right ministers and listening to the counsel of her skilled aides is what made her a good queen for the short time it lasted. In a way, she praised herself in the same breath as she did her old love. 

    The Band of Fate, an ironic name given to them by Yuna, but now worn like a badge of honor, disbanded soon after my coronation. Terog the Wanderer has a duty toward his people as a keeper of their lore and culture. He left with Orgoth the One-Eyed to rebuild their capital of Orug. Zancrax was finally accepted back into his clan after a long back and forth with Rankud, in which Kamii and I got involved to speak on his behalf. Ireyo returned to the Holai village with the few survivors under the Sheason clan's protection to restore their small clan. 

    Daica has settled into studying chemistry in one of the Death Moon's many labs with a few members of the Maid Corps. I remembered the effectiveness of her chemical weapon in Erbilan and had her reassure me that she would keep herself in check. 

    Kamii spends a lot of time training with the combat maids and practicing using the Reality Engine within the confines of her understanding. 

    Hestia hasn't once mentioned wanting her real wings back since she got her prostheses. She has been testing countless mechanical wings built by the replicator in the Death Moon and found them to be better for fighting by my side. Some of Alexander's designs allow for faster-than-sound travel, while others elevate her to a one-person airforce. 

    Soon after I observed the burial rites for Tahiri, Aratio decided to leave and return to the skies of Armeria. I knew it was only a matter of time before she would grow tired of staying in one place. Our relationship was never that of lovers, but it does feel lonelier without her. Still, one part of me can't help but feel a sense of relief since I was always reminded of her mother when I saw her. Perhaps she felt the same. 

    Meanwhile, Halthor Blom, the Thundering Knight, has decided to stay in the Dominion and help us. Despite being Zeke's most favored Chosen Knight, it would seem he always harbored doubts about the gods. When he heard the truth from Svanhild and the new humans in the Death Moon, he only nodded in acceptance. 

    Peace and quiet have returned to the Dominion, and I find myself growing increasingly bored with it. It's not like I have that much free time, but compared to the many long journeys and war campaigns, the routine is growing unbearable. Some days, I catch myself wishing that Alexander would finally attack. It's the exact opposite of what I should be hoping for if I only had the safety of my people in mind. 

    I understand that this peace is the calm before the storm. Every day that nothing happens is a blessing, and I know that once things begin, they will only end once all the Old Humans standing against us are defeated. And perhaps one thing will lead to another, and we will be confronted by Nemesis, too. 

    Flann has taken up residence in the astronomy tower her father used as his study. It appears that she neither sleeps nor eats, and whenever she's alone in that chamber, she merely stares out the window into nothingness. For that reason, I decided that she should accompany me everywhere, even if there was no need for her presence. The rumor that she's my new court magician began circulating soon after. 

    It's in these seemingly neverending days that a piece of good news reaches us through the bard network that extends even across the ocean from the Enorath continent. Sigurd is in the Empire of Terminus and disseminates the truth about the false gods with the help of eyewitness accounts from soldiers who fought at Erbilan. Of course, there's pushback from the churches of the various gods, but bards are a protected profession that everybody stands up for. After all, lords and the common folk love the entertainment they provide. 

    Sidonia is doing her part, ironically using her status as a goddess to teach the people the truth about her fake peers. Although she doesn't like doing it this way, we discussed that it's the most effective method. She will reduce the other gods' standing and elevate herself to the one true goddess over time. Once she is the only deity remaining, she will finally reveal herself as a fraud and bring the entire system down for good. 

    It will be a lengthy process to undo millennia of indoctrination, but we will soon have all the time in the world. All that matters is that we take down Alexander when he finally decides to strike. 

    "It is time." Flann suddenly says next to me when we walk through the corridor toward the audience chamber for a meeting with Aurelia and a few ministers. I look at my half-sister, whose expression doesn't betray what she was referring to. 

    "Alexander is on the move." The communication device embedded in my head comes to life, and Exia announces with no preface. She knows that I'm always listening on our encrypted frequency. It would seem that Flann predicted the cloud girl's call before it happened. I'll have to ask her how she did that. 

    "And you're sure he doesn't know we're listening in?" I stop my stride and raise my hand while responding. Rewera understands my gesture immediately and bows before leaving to gather everybody. 

    "We can't be absolutely sure, but he's going forward with his plan regardless." Exia responds, and I can tell she shrugged even though I'm not there to see it. "Their main target is Rodens, to draw us out." 

    I grind my teeth at the thought that we will have to let the attack occur and wait before engaging the enemy. After all, if I go there to prevent it, Alexander would know that his information is being leaked. I think back to Kamii's plan in the Death Moon half a year ago, when she predicted this situation. 

    The little dark elf said Alexander would surely split his forces to attack several places away from Arkaim first to draw out our forces. Then, when we have spread ourselves thin, he will send an elite force to free Zeke from the Arkheim vault. At that time, he may even come personally to oversee the success of this operation. 

    It was a surprisingly cold-hearted decision coming from Kamii, but it's our best shot at potentially catching Alexander once and for all. She knows that lives will be lost in the process, but if that will allow us to end the reign of the Old Humans, it's a sacrifice she's willing to take responsibility for. 

    "How long until the first report from Rodens will reach us?" I ask the question I already know the answer to just to confirm and steel my heart. 

    "Depends on the intensity of their first strike. But I'm sure a member of the Avinea clan will rush to Arkaim to make the report." Exia repeats the scenario we pored over many times, knowing my feelings in this matter. That means around five hours before I can head there in the Chaos Jet, during which many lives could be lost. 

    "I will go there with Dregana." Hestia suddenly speaks over the channel. She's on the Death Moon to help design a new pair of wings and must have been next to Exia. "Let us make it look like we are on an inspection tour." 

    I consciously hold myself back from saying that I don't want to let her face any danger. During my absence, she has been fighting many battles and came out on top in all of them, although it was quite a close call in Rikshakti. But now, she has advanced weaponry that will help her even against Alexander's technology. 

    "The sanctum going for Rodens is the front type. Hestia should be able to deal with it." The cloud girl reassures me. The front type is the kind of sanctum that attacked Arkaim on that fateful day my mother was killed. It's used as a symbol of magical divinity and only carries Electi and Chosen Knights operating within the Old Human magic system. 

    "Alright. But focus on saving the people until we arrive with reinforcements." I finally agree, putting my trust in my beloved fallen Fata. 

    "Thank you." She senses that it must have taken some willpower for me to let her go off on her own. 

    "Is it time, then?" Aurelia asks when I enter the meeting room with Flann in tow. She appears to have listened in on our conversation with her own headset. The ministers appear to have been informed already since they're discussing the situation in hushed tones. "We let the attack happen?" 

    "As painful as it is... yes." I sit down on the seat across from the Golden Queen and sigh. Then I notice Flann standing behind me wordlessly as if that's her place. "How did you know what was going to happen?" 

    "I have been keeping watch on everybody's movements." She replies in a matter-of-fact tone. I stare at her for a moment, then tilt my head when I realize the truth about her behavior. Usually, I don't know what she's thinking, so maybe her mind is in many places at once, observing all the situations she deems worth keeping tabs on. 

    "Do you know what Mithra and Nemesis are doing?" I try asking, already expecting a negative answer. Flann closes her eyes and shakes her head. 

    "My father cannot be observed when he does not want to be." She merely says as if that's a natural thing. 

    "Wait, does that mean you know where Alexander is?" My eyebrows curl up when this thought hits me. If we had known before the attack, we might have been able to assault him in his base, wherever that may be. 

    "I have not seen him in person, so I do not." Flann shakes her head once more. It would seem that her clairvoyance does come with its limitations. Something tells me this may be by Mithra's design, too. 

    "Unfortunate. Stay with me so you can see him if he does appear, in case he runs away." I gesture for Flann to sit down next to me, but before she can do so, there's a knock on the door. "Come in." 

    "Chaos-sama, I have brought them." Rewera enters and bows. Behind her are Kamii, Daica, Tokomaha, and Korenga. 

    "Time for some action?" Korenga asks in simple Imperian, a grin of anticipation on her face. I'm honestly surprised by how quickly she has gotten a basic grasp of the language. Then again, I know now that Imperian was created by Alexander and Yuna as a constructed lingua franca to replace all native languages over time. So it makes sense for it to be simple enough that anybody from any cultural background could learn it quickly - even a musclehead like the Black God. 

    "Yes, hopefully the final battle." I nod, though I'm not as enthusiastic about it. Innocent people will get hurt or die today, and even if it's for the greater good, it's still not something I can abide by so easily. 

    "It's my responsibility." Kamii steps forward and asserts. Doing things this way was her plan, so she wants to carry the burden she senses is weighing on my mind. 

    "No, I agreed to it. And what kind of queen would I be if I couldn't take this?" I pat the little dark elf's hair and argue. We will never reveal the truth to the people since it would cause unnecessary grief and anger. After all, we could have prevented the attacks since we knew they were coming. But I will have to carry this burden in my heart. "Stay with me so we can move out on a moment's notice." 

    I hear the hum of a gravity engine near the window and look outside to see Hestia in a full-body suit and fighter pilot helmet floating up to our level. She doesn't even have wings but is attached by a torso harness to a machine measuring several meters long and wide. Dregana is attached to the front of that harness, looking uncomfortable in her own flight suit. 

    "I will be on my way then, Chloe." She calls out to me over the noise of her engine when I open the window. 

    "Be safe." I extend a hand toward her, but it's too far for me to reach. She nods, accepting the gesture without asking for more. Squeezing Dregana with a hug as a signal, she activates her auxiliary thrusters and flies upward to get clear of the castle. Within a moment, she disappears from my sight, along with the engine noise. 

    If this weren't such a tense situation, I would have laughed at the former professor's expression when they took off. She usually has a constant death stare, not only due to her intense yellow irises but also because of the way she cuts her bangs. But being carried on a supersonic ride by the girl she designated as her protégé has her shaking in her boots from fear and embarrassment. 

    I believe they will be fine in Rodens until we go there to reinforce the city. At that time, we will leave Arkaim vulnerable so that Alexander's strike force can come to free Zeke. 

    "Now, all we can do is wait." I sit back down on the couch and look up at the chandelier above the table with a sigh. Since I don't need any equipment or preparations, all I can do is wait in anxious anticipation. 

    Aurelia drafted various procedures for the cities likely to get hit by these simultaneous attacks. The civilian population will be evacuated to shelters, and the soldiers will take up easily-defended positions to minimize casualties until help arrives. It's the least we could do when we're using the Dominion's people as bait. 

    "Where is Kerry?" Daica asks while peering behind the couch I'm sitting on as if expecting the little Old Human to be hiding there. 

    "They are in Armeria, participating in the week-long Sun God Festival." I respond, eliciting a wide-eyed stare from the big dark elf. Our trump card being on the other side of the planet sounds like a grave mistake, but Exia knew this would be the most opportune moment for Alexander to strike. 

    The Mage of the Beginning knows Kerry's capabilities better than any of us. They can arrive anywhere in the world within an hour, so he must be planning to complete this operation within that timeframe. If we play our cards right, we will catch him off guard and maybe even capture him. If not, he will at least lose most of his forces in the attempt. At that time, we will have the leeway to chase him to the end of the world. 

    "Are you sure they will arrive on time?" Daica wonders with her head tilted back. "Our battle on the Death Moon lasted but a moment." 

    She knows the plan and all the preparations we've made, but I can tell she's playing devil's advocate. It's quite helpful to review the plan one more time before the moment of truth. I can sort my thoughts and reconsider everything to ensure we haven't missed a vital step. 

    "Even if they don't come on time, we will make sure he doesn't get to Zeke." I reassure her - and myself. And even if Alexander manages to free him from the vault, as long as Sidonia is alive, he won't regain his powers. 

    Daica sighs with a wry smile. She knows we could never be fully prepared for all the possibilities, even with Exia spying on Alexander's communications. After all, he wouldn't need to tell any of his underlings over the radio where he himself is going. And we can be sure that wherever he goes, the Proxima known as Skovrider will follow. 

    "The vessel attacking Arkaim will be Alexander's new flagship, the Mu City Ship. It's twice as big as the Death Moon, but it's flat rather than a sphere." Exia reports this new piece of information over the comms. Her voice makes it clear that this isn't something to be taken lightly. "Unlike the Death Moon, it has no annihilation cannon. But it makes up for that with carrier capacity." 

    From the schematics of the spherical battle station, I could tell that most of its interior is occupied by the massive main generator and gravity core. In terms of crew quarters and hangars, it's surprisingly cramped despite its prodigious size. Even then, it could muster a large fleet of fighter jets - certainly large enough to level a city like Arkaim. 

    To think this Mu City Ship will have more troops and jets makes me shudder at the destruction it could sow on its approach alone. I pray that everything will be in position by the time the attack reaches the city. Right now, the Maid Corps is getting ready to initiate evacuation procedures the moment the sanctum comes into view. 

    "I'll believe in you." I reply to Exia and look out the eastward window. Another knock on the door pulls me out of my thoughts. Rewera opens the door before I can speak and reveals Rolan and his party. 

    "I heard it's time." He says while stepping into the room and looking around; seeing everybody gathered is answer enough. 

    "Yes. The first attack is in Rodens. Hestia and Dregana already went there to keep damage to a minimum." I reply while looking at the fallen hero in his technologically advanced gear. Luna and Gram wear the same synthetic armored suits taken from the Death Moon. 

    Then I notice Svanhild and Halthor waiting outside. They have inofficially joined Rolan's party as the only other humans among our forces. The Dragon Knight and the Thundering Knight feel obligated to help in this battle against the Old Humans, although for different reasons. 

    "Are you sure this will work?" Luna asks in a skeptical tone. 

    "I have no idea." I answer with a casual shrug, eliciting an irritated look from the half-elf. 

    "We will have to believe that it does." Rolan says with a determined look, resting one hand on the hilt of Roshanee. "Within the system of the Reality Engine, I could surpass my limits because I believed this sword gave me that power. Isn't it all the same in the end?" 

    "I don't think it works that way here." I smile wryly. 

    "Well, I believe that we're going to win. One way or another." Gram states with a grin. He has slowly opened back up to me over the past months, more so than anybody else in the party. Whereas Rolan and Luna treat me with the distance and respect a monarch deserves, the big man has reverted to a more casual tone. "And I believe that the you right now is invincible." 

    "Nobody is invincible." I reply with a frown. The Reality Engine might sound like a perfect machine, but I don't have such illusions. 

    "We know that now." Svanhild suddenly steps into the room and regards me with an expression that sends me mixed signals. The Drills from our academy days has grown up into a fine young woman. But she still has that childish streak she so thoroughly displayed during our time together at the Royal Academy. "But we want to believe that you could be." 

    This is an admittance I didn't think she would ever make in front of me. She was one of the Chosen Knights under Zeke and believed down to the core of her very being that he was an invincible and just god. Half a year ago, her worldview was shattered when she saw the ugly truth. She was there when we incarcerated the Lord of the Sky in the Arkheim vault. 

    It took her a while to get out of her depression, but she's back to find redemption. Offering her service to defend the Dominion is a step forward after learning the truth about demonkind from her fellow humans and Alexander's databanks. 

    "Don't try to find a god in me." I reply with a sardonic grin. She glares at me before realizing that it was a joke and turns away with an indignant sniff. "But I guess it can't hurt to have people believe in me." 

    "It's the power of friendship, senpai." Exia speaks through the radio, causing me to frown. That's another illusion I don't entertain. Having friends doesn't determine one's success, no matter how fiction likes to portray it. Still, having friends to rely on in cases I couldn't deal with myself is how I got so far in this life. 

    I look through the room and feel blessed to be surrounded by people I can trust. In a way, that may be the power of friendship, after all.

  


   
    Chapter 189 - Preliminary Skirmishes 

      

      

    Hestia reaches Rodens within the blink of an eye. The Dendrobium, as the massive jet engine on her back is called in Alexander's files, allows her to travel even faster than Chloe's jet form. On the other hand, she must wear a flight suit, complete with an oxygen mask and helmet, to pilot it. According to Kleihn and Exia, she would faint and crash if she didn't. 

    Dregana is still grasping Hestia's arms as they slowly approach the keep from which Nilotec now reigns. Ophalen seemed to age rapidly soon after the siege of Rodens, where he killed his long-time rival, Grand Duke Tycho. He has retired to the depths of the Warlan mountains to live out his twilight years in peace and let his eldest son take over the Petsobek fortress. 

    "I do not see it on the horizon yet." Hestia scans their surroundings with the head-up display on her visor. This helmet's inbuilt features are far beyond the natural vision of a Fata. 

    "I don't have the exact coordinates, but it should arrive within half an hour." Exia responds to the fallen Fata's statement. "You should take that time to inform Nilotec." 

    "Understood." Hestia nods even though the cloud girl can't see it and quickly descends toward the courtyard. She learned various concepts of the Old Human in the past half a year, including their timekeeping system. Hearing these formerly unfamiliar terms no longer has her searching her memory for their meaning. 

    The Petsobek castle guards rush toward them in a hurry but quickly bow respectfully when Hestia takes off her helmet in midair. Pressing the two unhooking mechanisms on her chest harness, she releases Dregana, who lands on her feet and takes off her helmet as well. The crocodilian soldiers seemingly shrink under the dragonkin's deathly glare but then notice that her knees are shaking. 

    When Hestia lands beside her, Dregana vomits on the spot. Although she can fly, high-velocity flight is something different. She traveled in the Chaos Jet a few times, but it was inside the safety of an enclosed space, much like a carriage. This time, her arms and legs dangled freely in the air while the landscape rushed past them at blinding speeds. The fallen Fata can't fault her for it and caresses her back. 

    "I am alright." Standing back up on unsteady legs, Dregana tries to act composed. 

    "What brings you here, esteemed inspector?" The guard captain approaches and bows before Hestia. It's not her official title, but she has been periodically traveling between the larger cities of the Dominion as a representative of the queen to inspect their rebuilding efforts. 

    "Inform General Nilotec that it is time. He will understand." The fallen Fata declares while looking around the courtyard. The general is aware of the plan to lure out Alexander, so it will be up to him to decide when to mobilize the defenses. She can't tell the guards directly since the news could be spread to the civilian population of Rodens and cause a panic. 

    When she grows quiet, the guard captain understands that this is all she has to say. He orders one of his soldiers to bring the message to Nilotec before telling his troops to return to their positions. With another bow, he leaves to return to the barracks. 

    Hestia puts her helmet back on and presses a combination of buttons on the touchscreen of her wrist panel. The massive Dendrobium on her back detaches and hovers away from her to reveal a pair of much smaller, almost skeletal-looking wing prostheses. The engine slowly lowers itself to the floor before opening up to reveal an equipment rack. The bulky module also acts as a carrier unit for various attachments, which she can swap out mid-combat. 

    Dregana takes off her pressurized suit and reveals her naked form underneath. She needs nothing but her dragon form for combat since it's powerful enough to match even Chosen Knights. Hestia wordlessly hands the dragonkin the simple robes she was carrying inside one of the equipment rack's compartments, and the latter puts them on. It's still a little longer before the battle begins, so there's no need for her to stand around naked in preparation to turn into her dragon form. 

    Considering the potential enemies she will face, Hestia attaches beam weapons to her modular wing prostheses, then adds four vernier thrusters for three-dimensional midair movement. Finally, she attaches an energy shield to her left wrist and picks out a bladed spear that can also act as a catalyst for her. As she finishes her preparations, her head-up display blinks and warns her of an approaching vessel on the radar. 

    "Right on time." Hestia floats up over the castle wall and looks northwest. A floating island-type sanctum appears over the horizon in her enhanced view. "The Dominion is ready for you, Alexander." 

      

    The air above Rodens is filled with snow-white wings, and javelins of light rain down on the fortress city. It's an aerial bombardment conducted by the entire air force of the Fata Triarchy. Their indiscriminate attack shows that all they care about is flashiness. Several Avinea clan members have already escaped from the enemy's encirclement to inform Arkaim and call for reinforcements. 

    The civilian population has evacuated into their homes' basements or the underground shelters they built after the war in preparation for this day. The garrison makes only half-hearted attempts to shoot back, knowing their arrows can't hope to reach the Fatas flying high above them. 

    Hestia stands on the battlements and uses a magic barrier of darkness to keep projectiles from hitting the castle. The shielding device on her wrist is only strong enough for personal use, and showing her hand here would alert the Fatas - and in turn, Alexander. 

    Since she practiced the use of the Reality Engine over the past half a year, she has no trouble keeping up this black barrier forever. But she knows that the sanctum carries Chosen Knights who will be able to break through eventually. At that time, she will begin fighting back in full force, even if it may endanger their plan. 

    Suddenly, her barrier turns translucent white before shattering into countless shards like glass. A moment later, a barrage of spirit spears comes down on the castle and bombards its defenders. Hestia quickly uses her personal shield to cover herself and looks around in the sky to identify who could have undone her magic. 

    Floating down from the edge of the sanctum is an ephemeral-looking woman dressed in pure white. Her white hair looks like freshly-fallen snow, and her almost translucent icy blue eyes are half-closed as she peers down at Hestia. She wields a staff featuring a ring at its tip - a symbol of the Guide of Tomorrow. 

    It's Numeria, the Knight of Mirrors, Yuna's prime Chosen Knight. According to the maids in Arkaim, she was there in the Forerunners Chamber when Queen Pelomyx was killed. Back then, she had been heavily wounded in the battle, but it didn't explain her absence during the war. 

    Perhaps it took her this long until she regained her power as a Chosen Knight after seeing Queen Pelomyx's true appearance. Whatever the case, she's now back and doubtlessly looking to avenge her god. She should have gone with the sanctum heading for Arkaim in that case, but maybe she doesn't even know that this is merely a diversion. 

    It would seem that Numeria can counter magic. As her title, Knight of Mirrors, suggests, she throws back any attacks shot at her, but it may extend to canceling static spells by throwing them back at themselves. Considering her role in the assassination of Queen Pelomyx, it's clear that she is one of the most powerful Chosen Knights. 

    Hestia launches a black spirit spear from the tip of her real spear, but Numeria twirls her staff to conjure an invisible barrier that bounces the projectile back at the fallen Fata. The latter notices that it wasn't merely reflected but appears to have grown more powerful. 

    Sidestepping the reflected spell rather than attempting to block it with her own barrier, Hestia decides that she will need to face this opponent with conventional weapons. Moving her articulated mechanical wings and spreading the pinions, she readies herself to take off. 

    "Let me handle her." Dregana steps up and demands. But before Hestia can respond in the negative, an explosion blasts open the gate of Rodens's third ring. A gust of wind blows apart the dust to reveal a towering man in a strange bulbous brass armor. He wields a giant hammer with a hole through its head. 

    "You handle that." The fallen Fata points at Clerebolg, the Blast Knight, stomping through the rubble of the gateway and swinging his hammer at the defenders. In his wake is an army of Electi, charging into battle fearlessly with the Chosen Knight. 

    Dregana exchanges a look with Hestia, then nods while taking off her robes. When the clothes drop to the floor, she jumps over the parapets and explodes into fire. From within the blaze emerges the roaring red-scaled dragonkin, landing on her front paws with a thundering noise. She runs down the path toward the invading humans while the demon defenders make way for her. 

    Hestia watches Dregana barrel into the Electi while Clerebolg rolls out of the way surprisingly nimbly, then looks back up at the sky where Numeria appears to be waiting for her. The Fatas bombard the fortress with spirit spears, forcing the demons to hide in cover, but the Knight of Mirrors only stares at Hestia with her ephemeral icy blue eyes. 

    Spreading her mechanical wings once more, she floats up and raises her energy shield to block the spells flying at her. Then, with a blindingly fast lateral thrust, she zooms into battle sideways while swinging her bladed spear. It's a movement she would have never been able to perform if she still had her real wings. 

    Before any of the Fatas in her path can react, she slashes through them one by one. More distant enemies get a taste of her wing-mounted beam weapons as she flies toward Numeria. The Knight of Mirrors awaits her approach patiently, ignoring the deaths among the heralds of the gods around her. 

    Hestia knows Numeria is a defensive fighter, but she still chooses to attack to test her limits. If she can't defeat this powerful Chosen Knight alone, she has no right to stand beside Chloe in her battle against the last Old Humans. 

    With silent determination, she flies upward with her spear couched and her energy shield raised. 

      

    The Avinea messenger from Rodens finally arrives in Arkaim sooner than expected. It would seem that Nilotec sent the harpy demon to call for reinforcements when the sanctum appeared over the horizon. In war, every minute counts, so I'm grateful that the Petsobek general made the smart decision without giving away our plan. 

    I take to the sky with my comrades in the Chaos Jet and quickly break through the sound barrier. Rodens is around ten minutes away from Arkaim at this speed, but through Hestia's communications, I know that the battle is still ongoing. 

    She's engaging Numeria, the Knight of Mirrors, while Dregana is fighting Clerebolg. They seem evenly matched, much to the fallen Fata's chagrin. At least, that's what I gleaned from her tone when she gave me a status report a few minutes ago. The fact that she can talk in the middle of her battle shows that she at least isn't on the back foot. 

    As the Warlan mountains appear in the distance, I spot the sanctum hovering over the fortress city built into the side of the cliff. It's swarming with Fatas trying to catch something darting through their midst. Slowing down on the approach, I search for a place to set down. Then I reconsider; we have to make it flashy so that Alexander knows we aren't in Arkaim anymore. 

    "We're going straight for the sanctum." I announce in the cabin. 

    "Good!" Korenga gives an enthusiastic response. 

    A moment later, I reach the airspace near the floating island and get shot at by what appears to be magical flak. The midair explosions are spells cast by Electi standing on top of the sanctum in an attempt to shoot me down. But with my coating of dragon scales, the magic bounces off harmlessly. 

    As we fly over the sanctum, I drop Korenga like a bomb. She transforms into the Black God in midair and impacts the surface of the floating island in an explosion of dust and dirt. I circle around her landing spot and see the soldiers swarm her, only to get knocked around like ragdolls when she begins her rampage. 

    I gently land in her wake of destruction, deliberately kicking up dust to hide us from view. The Electi who are not busy with Korenga surround us but don't dare to approach since they don't know what they're facing. That gives my comrades enough time to disembark. 

    Countless golden blades rip apart the dust cloud even before the strong winds do it and tear through the empire's elite soldiers despite their raised shields. From within the dust emerges Aurelia in full golden armor, floating forward with her arms crossed while unleashing her dancing swords with cold ruthlessness. These humans were merely indoctrinated by their false gods, but the moment they partook in killing civilians, their lives were forfeit. 

    Kamii and Daica follow, keeping low next to my hull since they aren't as powerful as Aurelia. Then, Tokomaha steps forth with a confident stride, wholly unconcerned about being seen by the enemies. The Electi in the vicinity ready their spells, but the little goddess waves her spear and grows roots under their feet that tie them up instantly. The top of the sanctum is covered in natural soil, so she can display her full power here. 

    Finally, Rewera steps off and stands at attention as I transform the Chaos Jet back into my human form. She still wears her maid uniform and is unarmed, as if saying she needs no armor or weapons in battle. And indeed, as a Rangatira, her body is like steel, and her magic is as powerful as a Chosen Knight's. 

    "Arkaim is undefended now." I speak to the comm device inside my head so that nobody on the outside can hear me. "I leave the city to you guys." 

    There is no response, but I know the people on the other side are listening. When push comes to shove, and I get an emergency message from Arkaim, I will abandon Rodens and fly back. But I trust that those I left behind can hold their own. 

    "So, what do we do?" Tokomaha asks while twirling her fingers to grow trees around her already bound victims. The Electi attempt to use magic to free themselves, but roots cover their mouths and cut their incantations short. 

    "First, we take this sanctum." I respond with a grim look. The little goddess understands that I'm silently asking her to make sure that this floating island doesn't drop on the city below in case something happens. "Then we help Hestia clean up the sky." 

    As I say that, the fallen Fata zooms through the air above us. She's closely followed by Numeria, who has surrounded herself with a glowing shield suspiciously similar to the light barrier from Sidonia's teachings. The energy beams from Hestia's wing cannons glance off the barrier while the Knight of Mirrors throws spirit spears after her. 

    "How are you doing?" I ask Hestia while I follow their high-speed battle with my eyes. 

    "No problems here." She answers, sounding confident. But I can tell they're at a stalemate for the time being since neither can damage the other. 

    "Alright, go to the city below with Rewera and aid the defenders." I address Tokomaha, then nod at the maid leader with a silent order. Finally, I turn to Kamii and Daica, who look around alertly. "You're with me." 

    Aurelia and Korenga draw the Electi on the sanctum's surface's attention while we head for the palace-like building carved from the small mountain. Rewera reveals her hidden bat-like wings and carries Tokomaha down toward Rodens. With our forces split up, we each move to fulfill our roles. 

      

    Hestia spins around and stops suddenly, relying on the pressurized suit to counteract the immense g-forces acting on her body from this risky maneuver. Numeria is too slow to react and flies straight at the fallen Fata, who raises her spear. It becomes surrounded by a massive lance of materialized darkness that stabs through the Chosen Knight's barrier as if it didn't exist. 

    Numeria twists her body out of instinct, and the black lance only nicks her waist. Even such a small contact gouges a piece from her body, leaving behind a blackened wound. She screams from pain but immediately uses healing magic on herself. It shows that her affinity within the system is light, although her reflecting barriers stem from a unique imagination. 

    It would seem that Hestia's corrupted light magic, as per her imagination, is stronger than Numeria's. She even blasted a hole into Kiamedras, an elder dragon practically immune to all magic. Only an Old Human's imagination should be able to match hers now that she has studied how to utilize the Reality Engine. 

    Numeria waves her staff and summons an array of spirit spears that hover in place. The wound on her flank isn't fully healed and remains blackened by Hestia's corrupted magic, but she seems to clench her teeth and persevere on willpower. Unleashing the projectiles of light, she engages the fallen Fata once more. 

    Countless Fatas are caught in the crossfire of their battle and fall from the sky dead or incapacitated. It would seem that the Knight of Mirrors cares little for the heralds of the gods and merely seeks revenge for her patron god's death. The remaining Fatas scatter in every direction, trying to flee the battlefield lest they get struck by stray beams and reflected shots. 

    Hestia notices that Numeria appears to be flying effortlessly, keeping up with the fallen Fata, who needs to rely on her technological wings. Using the Reality Engine for flight allows anybody to overcome the incredible g-forces that come with high-speed maneuvers. Perhaps she made a mistake by getting prostheses with flight capabilities since she might limit herself subconsciously that way. 

    Still, the fact that she can fight somebody so well-versed in the use of her imagination with nothing but her own skill shows that she has the potential to surpass Numeria. According to Exia, all she needs is to believe wholeheartedly that things will work out as she imagines them. It's how the Old Humans gained their immense powers. 

    It's not the best moment for Hestia to remember that Zeke was overpowered by Sidonia with a simple thought, though. Relying on the Reality Engine alone can result in utter defeat once one encounters somebody with a stronger imagination. But at the same time, she has an idea; if she knows how the other side functions, she could do the same as the Lady of Brilliance and cancel their powers. 

    Numeria unleashes another volley of spirit spears. Hestia takes this opportunity to test her idea and concentrates on the approaching projectiles. She's a Fata, the only race in this world born with powerful light magic. Even without learning the spells, she instinctively knew how to use them when she was old enough to speak the incantations. Who is this Knight of Mirrors to challenge her in her own domain? 

    The spirit spears vanish with a thought, and Numeria's self-assured smile freezes. Hestia summons her own black spears and throws them at the Chosen Knight, who is too stunned to react. Still, her barriers remain active and reflect the shots, and she regains some confidence. 

    But Hestia gestures at Numeria and imagines that these invisible barriers are merely an adaptation of the light barrier spell. With a twist of her hand, she crushes it in her palm with unwavering certainty in her success. A shattering noise rings out, and what appears to be reflective shards of glass explode inward around the Knight of Mirrors. 

    She covers her face, but the immaterial shards pass through her like a mirage. Numeria looks around in shock and confusion, then turns her wide-eyed glare to Hestia. The fallen Fata doesn't waste any time confirming her success or even gloating and unleashes all her wing weapons at the Chosen Knight. 

    Numeria flinches and covers her face with her arms in terror. Be it her subconscious or an active action, it remakes her barrier, which reflects most of the barrage back at Hestia. The fallen Fata barely dodges it by activating her vernier thrusters, but the g-force from the sudden acceleration gives her whiplash. 

    Her vision spins, but luckily, the Knight of Mirrors hasn't regained her will to fight and looks around in confusion. It gives Hestia a little time to recover from her desperate maneuver as she uses healing magic on herself. She can cancel her opponent's fantasy now, but she can't suppress it. That will have to be the next step in her studies on using the Reality Engine to its full potential. 

    Realizing that she's no longer safe inside her barrier, Numeria extends her arm and slowly waves her staff in a figure-eight movement. The spirit spear is the most basic attack spell in light magic and has many stronger variations, such as the lance she used to pierce Kiamedras. But as long as it's just that, Hestia can cancel the spells with a thought. 

    To her surprise, the Knight of Mirrors creates a fireball within the large ring-shaped decoration on her staff. That is not something the fallen Fata can cancel. Swinging her staff, Numeria launches the pulsing fire spell, which passes through her barrier unhindered. But it flies so slowly that Hestia stares at it for a moment, unsure what to make of it. Chosen Knights usually master a single ability and don't use other spells, so maybe she isn't very proficient in the fire element. 

    But when she slowly floats to the side to avoid the spell, she realizes that the fireball is growing in size with every pulse and speeding up as it follows after her. The fallen Fata creates a barrier of darkness and throws it forward at the spell. As the two collide, the fireball explodes, ripping apart the barrier. But then it pulls itself back together, pulses once more, and generates an even bigger explosion that knocks her out of the air. 

    Luckily, Hestia had the foresight to test the effects of this unknown spell far away from herself. She quickly catches her fall and looks up at the dissipating fireball. Given the rate of acceleration and growth, it wouldn't have been long before it became massive and chased after her faster than she could fly. 

    Numeria swings her staff in an arc and creates five copies of the spell simultaneously. It doesn't seem right that the Knight of Mirrors uses fire magic, even more so when it turns out to be more destructive than the actual magic she's known for. But Hestia takes that as an opportunity to learn something new. 

    She flies straight toward her opponent and raises a hand toward her. With a crushing motion, she destroys Numeria's invisible barrier and launches a black spirit spear at her past the fireballs. This time, the Chosen Knight isn't as surprised and quickly creates another barrier before the projectile can hit her. But it bounces off at an angle, showing that she couldn't remake it perfectly. That short delay should be enough. 

    Thrusting sideways, Hestia draws the five fireballs after her as she continues to shoot spirit spears at Numeria while crushing her barrier repeatedly. Judging by her expression, she doesn't suspect anything from Hestia's futile efforts. But the fallen Fata now has a good grasp on how quickly she can create a new barrier after her previous one was shattered. 

    The five fireballs speed up after her, each already growing to a size at which they could engulf an adult human. It won't be long before she would have to call up the Dendrobium and accelerate to the speed of sound to avoid them. She doubts that they will follow her forever, but nothing is impossible once one has full use of the Reality Engine. 

    But Hestia won't let it come to that. She circles around Numeria, whose expression shows that she's becoming more and more confident in her victory with every passing moment. The Chosen Knight must believe that the fallen Fata is desperately repeating her attacks because she has run out of ideas. 

    Suddenly, she shoots forward at the Chosen Knight and creates a spirit spear from the tip of her spear. As she approaches the invisible barrier, she crushes it right before she's about to hit it. Numeria dodges sideways while raising her staff to keep Hestia away, causing the latter to veer off slightly and miss her. 

    The Knight of Mirrors turns around in midair and looks at Hestia, who spins around a short distance away and frowns. Having overcome the seemingly desperate attack by her opponent, Numeria breaks out into laughter before raising a hand to recast her barrier. 

    That's when the five massive fireballs impact the unfinished barrier behind her one after another. Each bounces off in a different direction, but one flies inside the space within her barrier. Numeria's eyes widen when it comes right toward her face, but she's too slow to shield herself. 

    In the next moment, it explodes inside her spherical shield, engulfing the white-robed figure in flames. The shockwave bounces off the barrier and causes the interior to grow so hot that it looks like a miniature sun. Then, the barrier disappears when its creator is incinerated in the furnace of her own creation, and the explosion expands in every direction. 

    The four other fireballs that drifted off into the distance dissipate, ending the last traces of Numeria's magic. All that remains is the red-hot metal ring from her staff, falling from the sky toward the floating island below them. 

    Hestia turns away after confirming that the Chosen Knight is gone, not another thought spared on her death. She peers down at the top of the sanctum, where Aurelia and Korenga's rampage left behind countless corpses. Then she looks at the city below, where the battle between Dregana and Clerebolg still rages. But before she can decide where to head next, something strikes her left wing, shattering its mechanism. 

    As she loses control of her flight and spirals downward, Hestia looks up to find a familiar winged person in the sky. It's Apate Moirael, chief envoy of the Guide of Tomorrow, and her grandmother.

  


   
    Chapter 190 - Their Respective Battles 

      

      

    In the city below, Clerebolg holds his own against Dregana despite her overwhelming size advantage. He's a Chosen Knight with a strangely simple imagination, but he makes up for his telegraphed ability with unexpectedly quick movements in combat. Even though he wears heavy armor that looks cumbersome in both weight and design, it's as if he doesn't even feel it when he repeatedly jumps, rolls, and flips out of harm's way. 

    Not once has the dragonkin's claws, tail strikes, or fire breaths hit her target, but she's content with keeping this powerful Chosen Knight pinned here. As long as he's busy fighting her, he can't break the castle gate with his explosive magic. She also deliberately aims to cause as much collateral damage to the surrounding Electi with every sweeping attack. 

    Clerebolg swings his hammer at Dregana's head from her side after avoiding her snapping jaw, but she quickly pulls back with her entire body. His weapon impacts the ground and generates a massive explosion that rolls down the street and tears through several Electi too slow to evade. 

    The other Electi surrounding their fight throw spells or shoot crossbows at the dragonkin, but they bounce off her scales without doing any damage. She spins around her entire body and unleashes a flaming breath in retaliation, allowing Clerebolg to roll under her. Under the screams of burned Electi, he swings his hammer upward. 

    She's too slow to jump back, and an explosion rings out. Her dragon scales protect her from the flames, but the impact and shockwave hurt immensely. At this rate, it's only a matter of time until she's exhausted. Meanwhile, Clerebolg seems tireless despite having to face a gigantic enemy. Perhaps he focused on building up his stamina to complement his unique power. After all, most targets can't survive a single strike from his explosive hammer, but those who do will likely put up a protracted fight. 

    "Ye'r aye fightin' that yin? Let me hulp ye oot." A voice calls down the street, causing both Dregana and Clerebolg to turn and look. 

    A tiny figure clad in heavy black plate armor and carrying a giant bladed mace approaches them with casual steps. It's a red-haired hauflin, standing half a head taller than the average height for her race but still several heads shorter than an adult human. Hauflins are a peaceful and reclusive people living in an isolated region of the Empire of Terminus, so it's exceedingly rare to see them joining a war. 

    "I need no help, Fufia." Clerebolg grumbles from underneath his helmet. "Go storm the castle or something." 

    "We kind o' need ye tae breach th' gate." Fufia, the Titan Knight, shrugs with a wry grin that reveals her sharp canines. "Whit say ye we switch?" 

    "No." The Blast Knight turns back to face Dregana and readies his hammer. It's his signal for Fufia to leave him alone. The dragonkin is surprised to find such pride in Clerebolg, considering the rather unsightly way he fights by rolling around in the dirt. 

    "Suit yersel' then." Tilting her head with a sigh, the Titan Knight turns around to leave. But that's when Rewera steps around the corner of the street, gripping an Electi's crushed helmet with the owner's head still inside. She's in her Rangatira form, the red skin and two large horizontal horns growing from her forehead standing in stark contrast to the maid uniform she wears. "A freish challenger?" 

    "It would seem that you require some assistance, Miss Tarragon." Rewera asks while ripping off the human soldier's red cape before dropping the corpse and wiping her bloody hand on the cloth. 

    "Do not let that one leave here." Dregana growls in her deep dragonkin voice while pointing her snout at Fufia. Then she faces Clerebolg again. "I will deal with this one." 

    "As you wish." The maid leader walks toward the tiny Chosen Knight with measured steps, not a hint of emotion on her face. She knows not to underestimate those of short stature; the former maid leader, Ninlil, is quite powerful despite being of a similar size. And according to reports, the Titan Knight has a spectral giant fighting for her. 

    "Ye'r a Rangatira, aye?" Fufia lifts the bladed mace off her shoulders and points it at Rewera as if it weighs nothing. Her casual expression grows serious, and she shows a fearless grin. "Ye micht be a challenge yit." 

    For a moment, they stare each other down from a dozen paces apart. Then, the two combatants move at the same time and charge forward. As they do, Dregana spins around and whips her tail at Clerebolg, who ducks under it and rolls into range to hit her pivoting leg. But the dragonkin already expected this move and kicks out with her other, barely missing the rolling Chosen Knight. 

    The hammer hits her in the stomach and generates an explosion that causes both her feet to leave the ground. It doesn't seem to cause any surface damage to her anti-magic scales, but the physical impact hurts. 

    With the Blast Knight underneath her once more, Dregana has to move to be able to hit him. But he keeps his favorable position without being too greedy for getting in hits. His strategy of slowly whittling her down is working, so getting struck and wounded now would be a waste of all his efforts so far. 

    Fufia jumps in the air and swings her mace over her head at Rewera. It's a predictable attack and looks like something only an amateur would do in a real battle. The maid leader avoids it with the least movement necessary and extends her hand to catch the Titan Knight's exposed head. But to her surprise, she changes her jump's trajectory in midair by stepping on her spectral giant's palm and dodges the grab. 

    With incredible strength far beyond even Ninlil's, Fufia stops the heavy mace's downward momentum and brings it back up diagonally at Rewera's flank with one hand. It hits the maid leader's ribs and generates a crunching noise, showing that bones were shattered from the impact. It sends the towering red demon flying into a house wall, leaving behind an indentation in the brickwork. 

    The Titan Knight lands on the street and looks at the Rangatira, not at all surprised that she's still standing after this. Holding her side and coughing blood, Rewera remains on her feet but staggers a little. Then she wipes the corner of her mouth with a handkerchief produced from a pocket inside her apron and stretches her body. Several bone-popping sounds occur, but it seems she has already healed from the damage. 

    "As ah thought. Ye'r nae aff tae gang doon easily." Fufia smiles almost nervously, showing that she respects the legend of the Rangatira's strength. After all, they're known to be more powerful than ajura, capable of defeating even the most powerful Chosen Knights and even fighting the strongest among the imperial family to a standstill. 

    "It would seem this set will be damaged beyond repair if I continue fighting in it." Rewera remarks and begins to take off her maid uniform. The Titan Knight stares at her in confusion before her expression soon shifts to awe. 

    When the maid leader unbuttons the dress and takes it off, she reveals a broken corset underneath. After folding her outfit neatly, she rips the corset off unceremoniously and drops it carelessly. Her undergarments are a form-fitting tank top and shorts, quite the contrast to her prim and proper uniform. Her muscular body is now on full display, no longer hidden by the folds and frills of her clothes. 

    "Pardon me for keeping you waiting." Rewera nods in apology before walking toward Fufia. The latter raises a hand at the Rangatira to stop her, then she slams the mace head into the ground before taking off her armor. Underneath the bulky black plate and gambeson emerges a surprisingly muscular frame, especially for a girl of the hauflin's stature. 

    "Tae ill yer a demon 'n' we ur enemies. Otherwise, ah wid hae asked ye tae train wi' me." The Titan Knight says with regret in her voice when she takes up her mace again. Among the Chosen Knights, even men don't usually train their bodies, so she's always alone in her endeavor to build up muscles. 

    "That is unfortunate indeed. Could you not perhaps change your mind? Our people can coexist in peace." Rewera speaks in a beseeching tone, although she maintains her dignified appearance. 

    "Enough blether. If yi'll waant tae tell me something, dae it efter ye hae won." Swinging her mace demonstratively, Fufia denies the maid leader's attempt at a peaceful solution. 

    "Very well." Cracking her knuckles, Rewera moves to oblige her. 

      

    Spiraling downward from the sky, Hestia weighs her options and decides that she has to use everything at her disposal. Numeria may have been the Guide of Tomorrow's principal champion and personal aide, but Apate Moirael is her sole representative in the mortal realm. Furthermore, she is the shadow leader of the Fata Triarchy and one of the oldest members of her race. 

    Hestia ejects her destroyed wing and uses the jets on the other to adjust her angle of descent. Then she presses a button on her wrist panel and calls up the Dendrobium parked in the Rodens castle courtyard. As it launches off the grass, the fallen Fata turns around and ejects the other wing, leaving behind only the modular joints covering her real wings' stumps. 

    A slight impact on her torso harness and the sound of locking mechanisms snapping into place tell her that the Dendrobium is attached. With a small movement of her wing stumps, she controls their output and catches her fall. 

    The Dendrobium's size and relatively weak vernier thrusters don't allow it to make sharp turns while moving at high speeds. It's not suited for fighting against an enemy like Numeria, but it would seem that Apate still uses her wings to fly. In terms of speed, she should have no problems against a Fata. 

    "You pitiful creature." She lets her divine voice ring out across the city to address Hestia. "First, you become wholly corrupted, and your wings turn black. Now, you have no wings at all." 

    Hestia doesn't respond and flies up to match Apate's altitude. Despite being so old, the Triarch appears as petty as Yuna, but maybe she got that trait from her false goddess in the first place. The loss of her wings, the symbols of her connection with Chloe, still weighs on Hestia's mind, but these prostheses and weapons attachments have made her more powerful. In that sense, she's grateful to have such an option now. 

    With a flick of her wing stumps, she opens the Dendrobium's missile tubes and uses her head-up display's eye tracking to lock onto Apate. The Triarch's eyebrows go up when a volley of missiles shoots out and heads for her. But with a wave of her hand, she summons countless spirit spears that shoot down one missile each. 

    Hestia flies through the smoke cloud and stabs at Apate with a black lance, but the latter parries it with a light lance of her own. The fallen Fata's momentum carries her past her opponent, and she activates her thrusters to fly far away out of pure instinct. Her visor shows the Dendrobium's rear camera feed, and she was right in disengaging. Countless spirit spears would have pierced her from every direction if she had tried to turn around on the spot. 

    Even now, Apate hasn't moved much from her initial position and follows Hestia with her light blue eyes. Her frivolous smile belies the intensity of her glare; she's taking this more seriously than she lets on. 

    "You know, I opposed the decision to send you off to the Royal Academy." She suddenly says in a regretful tone. Hestia stops and stares at her opponent, unsure what to make of this confession. But then Apate's expression changes, and she summons a massive blade of light above her. "I should have made an example of you back at home!" 

    It's a spell Hestia has never seen before, and she doesn't intend to find out about its destructiveness. Performing a midair sideways roll, she avoids the blade, which dissipates after completing a full arc. Then she retaliates with an energy beam from the Dendrobium's main cannon. It's almost as large as Kiamedras's plasma breath, although not as powerful. 

    Apate creates an angled light barrier and deflects the shot into the mountain behind Rodens. In the same movement, she raises her hand toward Hestia and throws a light lance. This is a spell the fallen Fata knows, so she cancels it with a wave of her hand. 

    "What a shame that you were born who you are. With your magical prowess, you would have made for a worthy successor to me." Apate says while summoning the massive blade once more. Most barriers are ineffective against light spells, so Hestia won't even try blocking this one. 

    She dodges it again and attempts to retaliate with a beam barrage from every cannon on the Dendrobium but notices that the light blade didn't dissipate this time. Moving her hands as if she were holding the hilt of the immaterial sword, Apate swings it upward and almost nicks Hestia's engine. 

    The shadow leader follows with a series of quick slashes that are almost impossible for the fallen Fata to avoid with the bulky Dendrobium attachment. Rolling and thrusting in the right moments, she barely dodges the massive blade while unleashing missiles to deter Apate from continuing with follow-ups. But the latter still has her barrier up, wielding it like a shield to block the attacks. 

    Despite using a variation of the simplest battlefield equipment - the shield and sword - Apate is winning against beam cannons and missile launchers. Although Hestia's corrupted light magic is more powerful than her original has ever been, she has nothing to oppose this immaterial blade with. 

    As the missile bays deplete, she decides that the heavy and cumbersome Dendrobium no longer provides any advantages. Even if the main cannon is incredibly powerful, it's useless if Apate can deflect it each time. She will have to win with mobility, like in her battle against Numeria. 

    Thrusting backward and out of the Triarch's range, Hestia begins attaching smaller wing prostheses to her modular sockets inside the Dendrobium. She chooses the weapon systems she can use with those and prepares to detach when a massive ray of light comes down from above and blasts through the engine. 

    The fallen Fata can barely disengage the locks and thrust away before the Dendrobium's remaining payload explodes in a gigantic fireball. The shockwave causes Hestia to lose control and fall toward the city below, but she catches herself in time and hovers in place to look for Apate in the sky above. 

    Her remaining weapon systems are a beam cannon on her left wing, a triple beam rifle on the right wing, two micro-missile pods, and her spear catalyst. It's a good arsenal, but she wanted more attachments that are now lost with the destroyed engine. 

    "I will strip you of everything piece by piece." Apate announces, not following up on the ray from the heavens and using her time to talk instead. It displays her utter self-confidence despite doubtlessly witnessing Numeria's earlier demise. "In the end, you will die crawling on the ground, as a demon should." 

    Hestia wordlessly prepares herself. She won't waste time conversing with someone who's merely trying to flaunt her superiority with every word she says. Now that she no longer has the Dendrobium, she has far less firepower, but her lateral mobility should make up for it. All that's left is to take down Apate and make her eat her own words. 

      

    Dregana is wounded all over while she has yet to land a single meaningful hit on Clerebolg. Her tail swipe did strike him in the chest, but his armor took the brunt of the force. If only she could hit him with a fire breath, it should cook him alive inside his armor. 

    The dragonkin spins her body around and belches flames between her legs. She continues to breathe it out so that it spreads across the ground in a circular pattern around her in an attempt to saturate the area with fire. But Clerebolg brings down his hammer and generates an explosion that counteracts the wave of flames. 

    Taking a deep breath after expending all the air in her lungs, Dregana looks around for the Blast Knight, who disappeared in the dust and smoke created by his hammer strike. Suddenly, a heavy impact hits her leg, followed by an explosion that throws her off balance. She falls over for the first time and crashes into a burning building. 

    When she scrambles to get back up immediately, a piece of the second floor falls on her neck and pins her in place. That's when Clerebolg comes into view above her head with his hammer raised in an overhead swing to utilize all of his power. The dragonkin's eyes widen when the heavy weapon comes down toward her head. 

    In the next moment, an explosion rings out across the area. 

    A short distance away, Rewera and Fufia are fighting on even grounds. But that can only mean the Rangatira will win eventually since she continues to adapt to the Titan Knight's strength. And it would seem that the hauflin is well aware of that fact. With every passing moment, her mace swings become more desperate. 

    "Ainlie fur ye'r a Rangatira." Fufia growls when Rewera uses her bare palm to catch the bladed mace without sustaining any damage. Then she summons her ghostly giant's fists and delivers a double punch that sends the maid leader flying backward into a house. 

    "Is that the extent of your resolve?" Walking back out of the crumbled wall and dusting off her shoulders, Rewera asks in a neutral tone. Her toned stomach is glowing, quickly adapting to the force of Fufia's attack. "I have faced far weaker Chosen Knights who did not complain about my heritage when they fought me." 

    The Titan Knight's eyes widen at those words, but then she closes them and takes a long breath. She's well aware that she has lost her nerve. Being defeated by the magical roots at Erbilan without ever seeing the caster and having to flee afterward did dampen her confidence. Still, nothing changed about her status among the Chosen Knights; she's the Titan Knight, one of the most powerful warriors of the gods. 

    Her crude personality and haughtiness haven't made her any friends among her peers, but her might meant that she could stand at the top with her head held high. In reality, she just never faced somebody truly strong like Rewera, who could knock her down a peg in a straight confrontation. 

    "Ye'r richt." With an understanding nod, Fufia throws her bladed mace aside and spreads her arms and legs. The ghostly giant suit of armor that is doubtlessly the origin of her title appears behind her in its full glory. The chest opens like a window, and the hauflin hops into it before it closes again. Standing up to its full height, it reveals itself to be even taller and wider than Zancrax. "Let's gie it oor a'." 

    Summoning her immaterial guardian is a big gamble. Not only can it now be damaged, but it will also disappear once the sun sets, weakening her immensely until sunrise. If she can't win against Rewera before then, she won't even be able to escape alive. 

    But that doesn't matter to her now that she has resolved to overcome this opponent. The thought of fleeing is cleared from her thoughts when she raises her fists and bears down on the Rangatira. 

    Clerebolg's weapon hits the rubble of the crumbled house but doesn't generate an explosion. Dregana has transformed back into her human form amidst a fireball and stumbles out onto the street naked. The Chosen Knight slowly turns to her in his bulbous armor, unsure what to make of this turn of events. 

    "What are you thinking?" He asks in his muffled voice, sounding annoyed rather than surprised. A dragonkin that turns back to their human form is severely weakened and can't transform into a dragon for a time. She's now at his complete mercy. 

    Not even covering herself, Dregana stands tall against her opponent even though he's more than a head taller than her. Her piercing golden eyes suggest she's defiant even in her utter weakness. For a moment, Clerebolg stares at her unwavering glare. Then he walks toward her with lumbering steps and readies his hammer. 

    The dragonkin stands firm, her glare only intensifying, but the Blast Knight guesses that this is all she can do now. Of course, he won't let down his guard and keeps his senses on their surroundings. Fufia and the Rangatira's battle took them only a few streets away from them, so the possibility that he gets ambushed remains. 

    Finally, Clerebolg approaches within a few steps from her. At this range, he can crush her into the ground or detonate her with a simple strike. That thought brings him certainty; Dregana is out of options and merely trying to intimidate him. 

    The Blast Knight swings his hammer in perfect ruthlessness. There is no such thing as mercy when facing demons and their collaborators. But as the weapon reaches the apex of its overhead swing, the dragonkin is suddenly engulfed in an explosion of fire. From within the cover of flames, a dragon jaw comes forward and snatches him by his torso. 

    Clerebolg realizes too late that he was too sure of himself and performed an attack he was unable to roll out of. His mother taught him not to give in to preconceptions and always assume the enemy has some hand left to play. He knew that a dragonkin couldn't transform again after turning back into a human, but it would seem that he had now encountered one who could. 

    From this position, he's unable to swing his hammer effectively. Even then, he will try to his dying breath and attempts to smash it down on Dregana's jaw to loosen her bite. Before he can do so, her front paw swipes the weapon out of his hands. The next moment, he feels sharp pain across his body as his armor is caved in by the jaw's pressure. 

    The Blast Knight understands that this is the end. He used everything at his disposal to survive before the gods found him and did many things he's not proud of. Therefore, he now faces his demise with the stoic determination he believes a Chosen Knight should have in his last moment. 

    Dregana crushes Clerebolg's chest armor in her jaw and spits him out before unleashing a fire breath to burn him away completely. A moment later, all that remains of the Blast Knight is his molten brass armor and ashes dancing in the air. Blowing hot air from her nostrils, the dragonkin inspects her work with grim satisfaction. No mercy for those who would attack civilian homes and kill the innocent. 

    As the dragonkin finishes her fight a few streets away, Rewera meets a punch from Fufia's giant armor and crushes right through the gauntlet with her fist. The strike throws the hauflin off balance, but she quickly catches herself and retaliates by grabbing the Rangatira's horn and slamming her into the ground face-first. 

    She raises an armored boot to stomp the back of Rewera's head, but she leaps up and takes it with her horn-covered forehead. The impact causes Fufia to stumble backward, and the maid leader tackles her down. Fending off the armored giant's grab with one hand, she punches the chest armor with her other. 

    On the inside, the Titan Knight feels the onset of panic. She resolved to fight to the last with all her strength, but that appears to be failing her. The red demon pounding on the final barrier that separates her from a gruesome death by steel-shattering punches is truly an overwhelming opponent. 

    No, she won't give up. Using her broken spectral arm, she rolls herself over to throw Rewera off her chest. But as if the maid leader anticipated this movement, she adjusts her position and ends up on Fufia's back. Using both her hands, she grabs the one good remaining arm of the armored giant and rips it off. When she throws it aside, it fades from existence, showing that it can only remain materialized when in contact with the main body. 

    Bucking and throwing the Rangatira off her back, the Titan Knight turns around and kicks her in the stomach. But Rewera barely budges and grabs the leg before twisting it off with one quick movement. Fufia falls onto her side, no arms left to catch herself with. 

    "You fought well." The red demon towering over her remarks while catching her breath. Her skin is still glowing in some places, but she has already regenerated from all the damage that would have killed any other demon. Fufia undoes the giant armor and drops to the floor, breathing heavily from the exhaustion. 

    "Ye hae won." She sits up cross-legged and closes her eyes with the resolve to face her death. "Dae whit ye mist, demon." 

    "Can I take that as your surrender?" Rewera looms over Fufia with her usual expressionless gaze. 

    "Aye, aye. Noo git it ower wi'." The Titan Knight almost sounds impatient, but her long pointy ears quiver from fear as she expects a skull-crushing attack. But when it doesn't come, she looks up in confusion. 

    "Her Majesty, Queen Chaos, has ordered us to accept all Chosen Knights who surrender. You can come with me as a prisoner or leave the Dominion now." Putting a hand on her heart, Rewera explains. She doesn't reveal her thoughts at the queen's orders, although it's clear to anybody that they seem foolish. 

    "Is yer queen daft? If ye let me gang noo, ah wull come back fur mair." Fufia can't help but argue, feeling strangely offended by this Queen Chaos's crazy policies. 

    "Then I will be here to defeat you again." Rewera asserts with a calm nod. Then her expression darkens slightly, and she glares at the hauflin, who shrinks under the crimson gaze. "But I cannot abide your insult of the Queen." 

    "... ah will be yer prisoner." After a brief pause, Fufia gives up and sighs. She's even more foolish than the queen since she's choosing to become a prisoner of demons, who are known for eating everything, including their own kind. But she can't help but wonder what kind of person this Queen Chaos truly is when she can command the respect of somebody like Rewera. 

    "Very well." With this simple response, the maid leader turns away, expecting Fufia to follow her. The Titan Knight stands up and does so without hesitation. The thought of using this opportunity to escape doesn't even enter her mind.

  


   
    Chapter 191 - The Walker Of The Wild 

      

      

    Kamii and Daica note that the layout of this sanctum is exactly the same as the one used in the attack on Arkaim, but the interior design is slightly different. It would seem that Alexander mass-produced these and added some slight variations so that the new humans serving on them don't notice that they are created from industry rather than divinity. 

    There aren't many guards blocking our way since most have departed to attack the city below or address Aurelia and Korenga's rampage on the surface. We make short work of the few who try to fight us and soon reach the lowest level accessible to members of the new humanity. 

    Daica takes out a vial of acid to open a hole in the stone floor, but I stop her. With me around, there's no need to use her precious alchemical weapons on the environment. I gesture at the floor and open it up with earth magic. But to my surprise, there's a layer of metal underneath it that looks just like the materials used on the Death Moon. 

    "This didn't exist in the other sanctum." The big dark elf comments with an alarmed expression. Gilmirin's acid ate through several floors until they reached the underbelly of the floating fortress, but there was no metal floor along the way. 

    "Maybe Alexander learned from your sabotage last time." I use earth magic to uncover more of the floor and find that it extends across the entire hallway. The section below this point must be separated and isolated from the above part to avoid a repeat of what happened to his previous sanctum. 

    "Gilmirin's acid should still work." Daica takes out the vial again and waves it demonstratively. She tested it on materials from the Death Moon, which was Alexander's most advanced battle station, and it corroded everything. 

    "I wonder how those vials don't get dissolved." I narrow my eyes and give voice to my skepticism. Apparently, Asoko tested the acid on her skin, and she proved to be immune to it. Be it her imagination or a physical property of our species, we appear to be the only material on this planet that can withstand it, aside from Gilmirin's own biology. 

    "There's a layer of Gilmirin's mucus on the inside of the vial." Daica explains before unscrewing the vial's cap and pouring its contents on the metal floor. That does indeed solve the mystery quite conveniently. We watch the metal get dissolved as we expected. I could have used brute strength or my plasma torch to burn through it, but this makes far less noise. 

    Once the hole is large enough, I crouch down and look inside to find a hallway reminiscent of those in the Death Moon. It would seem that this sanctum hides more in its underbelly than just the machinery used for maintaining flight. I turn around to the two dark elves to signal that it seems to be safe. 

    In the next moment, something grabs my ankle and pulls me through the hole. I'm taken on a wild ride as I'm flung against walls, the ceiling, pipes, corners, and the floor. My body is largely impervious to physical damage, but I'm wholly disoriented by the erratic movements that I can't even see what's pulling me along. 

    After what felt like several kilometers of being dragged around like a ragdoll, I'm flung through the air and catch myself before landing on my feet. I find myself in a huge steel-plated room similar to the training hall in Alexander's cube sanctum on the Moon. In front of the closing blast door stands a towering figure with spiky green hair that connects seamlessly with a chin curtain, giving him a lion's mane. His bare muscular upper body reveals bronze skin covered in green lines. 

    "We meet again." Skovrider states with a grin, his gaze doubtlessly fixated on me even though his white eyes lack pupils. "I heard that you're something like Nemesis. That explains your showing last time." 

    "Are you alright not entering Omega protocol?" I ask in an ironic tone while pulling all my mass from my depths and increasing my density to the maximum. Unlike in the Death Moon transportation chamber, he has a massive curved sword that looks like an upsized katana strapped to his back with a sash. I'm sure it has a Japanese name because Alexander is a nerd. 

    "I see you have met an older version of me." The Walker of the Wild scratches his chin with a thoughtful expression. Then he raises his arms into a careless shrug. "Omega protocol has been deemed unnecessary for recent iterations. Gives me more decision-making abilities by not being locked into a protocol, you know." 

    "What version are you?" Talking to him now, I don't feel like I can come to hate him. He may genuinely enjoy fighting, much like a few other muscle-heads I know, but I can't see him as an evil person like his creator. 

    "Sixty-Eight. But I'm the final iteration." He replies with a self-confident grin. It means that Alexander thinks he has perfected his Proxima line, or this iteration has self-improving abilities that make further work unnecessary. Whatever the case, I can be sure that he's incredibly powerful. 

    "You were so close to greatness." I clench my fist and remark with disappointment in my voice. Then I grow serious again and spread my arms. "So, you're here to kill me?" 

    "It's what father wants." Skovrider responds with another shrug as if he regrets that he has no say in the matter. 

    "Can't we talk it out instead?" Sighing exaggeratedly, I ask with a wry smile. 

    "No can do. My objective is to kill you and your comrades." He casually slams his fist into his palm, but it causes a shockwave that reaches me even though I'm across the hall. It seems that he has become even stronger since our battle in the Death Moon. 

    The mention of killing my comrades causes me to grow serious. I generate a plasma ball on my finger and unleash a beam from it at the Proxima. He blows at it right before it reaches his face, causing the beam to swerve into the ceiling, where it scatters harmlessly. For a moment, I'm stunned; he casually redirected the attack with nothing but a breath. But given that he's a machine that can access the Reality Engine, it shouldn't surprise me. 

    Wordlessly, he walks toward me as if taking a stroll while I consider what to do against this powerful machine. According to Exia, the Proxima would be the most powerful being on this planet if the Reality Engine were out of the picture. I don't know if she included Nemesis in that, but there's no doubt that Skovrider is indeed the pinnacle of Alexander's creations. 

    I cover my fists in dragon armor and move to meet him halfway. Our battle in the Death Moon transportation chamber taught me that he's physically stronger than Korenga. But in the end, he's only a physical fighter. As long as he doesn't have a technological equivalent of the instant-kill power of Xing inbuilt, I should be able to fight him. 

    When we finally come within a step of each other, I find myself looking up at his towering form. He's almost a head taller than even Korenga, who already towers two heads over me. For a normal person, this would be an insurmountable difference in size and weight alone. But I'm not normal. 

    It doesn't look like he wants to make the first move as he stands in front of me with his chest out, looking down at me with a self-assured smile. Then I'll take him up on the offer and throw the first punch. 

    Putting my all into a left haymaker, I aim for his solar plexus. I use my regular mass for the swing, but shortly before it connects, I gather almost half my body's weight into the fist. The impact generates a shockwave that rips through the hall, but Skovrider doesn't budge an inch. 

    I look up at him, seeing his smile unchanged. He doesn't seem interested in retaliating, as if showing me the futility of my efforts. Taking a step back, I look at my left fist where the dragon armor is cracked. If half my weight doesn't work, then I'll just have to use all of it. 

    Repairing the damage, I pull back and swing again. A few inches before reaching his chest, I draw all the mass in my body into the fist, leaving only enough to maintain my physical form outside of it. Even before it impacts Skovrider's skin, I feel the tip of my knuckle breaking an invisible barrier and a shockwave exploding outward. Then, it connects and generates an even greater discharge. 

    Still, he doesn't budge and continues to smile. I unleash a barrage of concentrated punches that would reduce a mountain to rubble, causing the entire hall to shake from the impacts. While it may be a training room, it's weaker than his body as the seams between the panels shake apart. 

    I step back and behold the immovable object that is Skovrider. His smile turns into a pearly-white grin, and he swings his arm to deliver an almost casual slap. Even though I should weigh over a hundred tons compressed within this body, his strike launches me through the entire room and embeds me into the wall. 

    "This should be physically impossible." I peel myself out of the me-shaped indentation and grunt. It's not like his attack damaged my body, but it does hurt my pride. Considering Korenga could make him budge and Kerry hit him so hard that he was flung through Yuna's barrier, I have to wonder about my position in the power hierarchy. 

    Then again, I'm sure he has adapted to it or upgraded himself since then. As the final iteration, this Skovrider will continue to evolve like the Vanadia-types to remain at the apex of this world. If I don't kill him in one hit, he will only regenerate and grow stronger. 

    Given that he can blow away plasma shots with a mere breath, I don't think magic will do anything against him. Aurelia's monomolecular whips cut his skin and flesh but not his black bones. And I can't make that kind of weapon from organic matter anyway. All that's left is Kerry's meteor-level impact. I'm sure the God of Comets didn't use their full power since we were indoors. 

    Kerry's destructiveness comes not only from speed but also from the fact that all the force is concentrated into a single point. In that regard, my fists are inefficient since I merely swing them with my body. While these punches may break the sound barrier, it's still nothing compared to the atmospheric entry velocity of a meteorite. 

    I could maybe reach that kind of speed using the Reality Engine with a run-up, but that would require my entire body. There's too little space for that here, and even then, it would leave me wide open for a counter-attack. 

    Then I have an epiphany. Modern human weapons, such as armor-piercing bullets or even railgun rounds, are impossible to recreate since I can't fire pieces of myself. The moment they are separated from my main body, they return to the formless ground state of a Crawling Chaos. But there is one device found in sci-fi I can make. 

    "One more try." I point at Skovrider, who raises an eyebrow at my declaration. He has no reason to let me hit him for free, but I can tell he's the type to play around when Alexander isn't breathing down his neck. 

    "Maybe you can be of benefit to me then." The Proxima spreads his arms in an inviting gesture. In his mind, he must think that if I use my strongest attack and wound him, he can upgrade himself to withstand it in the future if anything similar hits him again. But I intend to kill him in a single strike with this. 

    I create a massive pile bunker inside the depths of my unfathomable body and put all the mass I can spare into the stake made from layered dragon armor. It's a risky move because avoiding an explosion inside my body is the main reason I don't want to eat anybody who can use the Reality Engine. 

    "No run-up?" He asks when I approach him within a step again. His expression makes it clear that he doesn't expect much from me. 

    I transform into my real appearance, growing to over two meters. But even now, he still towers over me. Still, this is a much better height to reach my target. Taking the last step, I nearly touch his chest with mine and glare up at his face with my imperceptible features. As a machine, he isn't affected by my mind-shattering presence - not that the other Old Humans showed much of an effect, either. 

    But I'm not doing this to look cool. I hollow out as much of my body as I can without losing my balance and bring the pile bunker into position inside my head. Placing the largest explosion spell I can imagine into the reinforced chamber behind the stake, I fire it straight into his face from nearly point-blank range. 

    With a deafening blast, the stake breaks through the thin membrane hiding it in my faceless visage. It pierces his skin and crushes bone, and the force propels him backward through the training hall's wall and into the next room with such speed that he leaves a hole with his outline. 

    Opening my entire back to expel the heat from the explosion, I use the Reality Engine to cool my insides down. This is beyond even the massive plasma breath I used to take down Maungawera, but I no longer need to toss away my overheated mass since I can freeze and reabsorb it with a thought. 

    When I retract the pile bunker, I realize that the cracking sound didn't come from the stake breaking through his skull. The golden liquid that seemingly runs through Skovrider's veins stains the shattered reinforced tip. That means this attack couldn't have killed him since the black bones protected the equivalent of a brain he has. 

    Not wasting time on analysis, I repair the damage to the pile bunker and ready it for another shot. As I do so, I can confirm that the golden liquid doesn't contain any genetic material and appears to be some kind of coolant or lubricant. Expelling it on the floor, I head for the hole in the wall. 

    When I look through it, I find that the wall beyond also has a Skovrider-shaped hole. In fact, it seems to go all the way through the sanctum and leads outside. I quickly fly through it and marvel at the immense power behind my attack. Even the Black God might reel from this. 

    I emerge on the rock-covered flank of the sanctum and look down right in time to see Skovrider throwing an uppercut from below. I barely dodge it, but he grabs my neck in the same motion and pulls me down toward him. His forehead is bleeding golden liquid, although it's already slowing to a small trickle right before my eyes. 

    "That was impressive." His praise sounds genuine, but it's clear that this is the last time he will give me a free shot at him. Turning his entire body in midair, he tries to throw me down into the city below with all his strength. 

    I turn my body into soft rubber that merely deforms in response to his movement at the last moment, extending with his swing without getting thrown. But he reacts quickly and drags me up the sanctum's rocky surface as if trying to grind me away against it. I respond by covering my skin with dragon armor that is harder than the rocks underneath me. The instant I do so, he changes his tactics again and punches my chest. 

    But that's what I've been waiting for, as the repaired pile bunker explodes out at the exact moment his strike connects. While his flesh is hard, it can't withstand the combined force of my stake and his own punch. 

    With an air-shattering impact, it pierces Skovrider's fist and lodges itself between the black bones in his hand. They may be indestructible, but the same can't be said for his skin and muscles. Still, he doesn't seem to feel any pain, or he merely ignores it. Instead, he stomps his foot on my stomach to pull the stake out. Not letting this opportunity go to waste, I grow hooks inside his synthetic flesh and hold onto him. Connecting the end of the stake with a flexible tentacle, I keep the hard shaft lodged inside him even as he pulls back with all his strength. 

    The Proxima brings his other hand up to rip the stake out directly, but I blast him in the face with all the heat built up inside me from firing the pile bunker. I know that won't hurt him, but it acts as a smokescreen so that I can hit him in the eye. This time, it will penetrate into his equivalent of a brain. 

    Pulling myself toward him using the tentacle tethering me to his hand, I open my head and try to clamp onto his face with my own. But when I pass through the steam cloud, I find that the tattoos on his body are glowing. Before I can draw back, he unleashes a shockwave from his entire body that rips my flimsy shape apart. 

    Shooting out tendrils from the largest part housing my consciousness, I quickly grab the severed pieces and reconnect them. But that gives Skovrider time to pull out the stake embedded in his hand and yank me back on the attached tentacle. He swings me around and launches me clear of the floating island before I can consolidate back into my humanoid shape. 

    I stop my momentum in midair and pull myself together before looking back. That's when I see Skovrider take the massive sheath from his back and draw the blade before tossing the sheath aside. It appears to be made of a black material that swallows light itself, not unlike the Vanadia-type black bones, but it gives off an ominous feeling when I look at it. 

    It would seem I have entered the second phase of the boss fight. 

      

    Kamii and Daica exchange a confused look with each other. Then, they wordlessly jump through the hole into which Chaos was dragged and find themselves in a hallway reminiscent of the Death Moon's interior. 

    They saw bronze skin and green hair, so there's no question that it was Skovrider. Exia told them he's the single most powerful weapon in Alexander's arsenal, even more destructive than his entire fleet of advanced ships combined. That's the kind of enemy they will be facing. 

    The two dark elves look down the corridor and find indentations on the walls, the ceiling, and the floor leading away from them. They exchange another glance with each other and follow the trail of destruction. It's hard to tell whether this is from Chaos fighting back or from a one-sided beatdown, but they can use it to hopefully catch up to her. 

    Of course, Alexander wouldn't make things so easy. Kamii soon hears clockwork-like footsteps approaching them from around the corner. It belongs to a drone, one of the mind-controlled workers laboring in the depths of the sanctums. She raises her crab pincer to signal Daica, then readies her dagger. 

    According to Exia, the beings with metal pieces sticking out of their heads are better off dead. No amount of imagination can restore their destroyed consciousnesses, so it would be a mercy to put them out of their misery. 

    Kamii rounds the corner and finds herself face-to-face with a dark elf. The drone has a shaven head, with cables and metal pieces sticking out of its skull. Unlike the little dark elf, who's stunned by this sudden encounter, it doesn't hesitate to attack with a vibrating blade. 

    But Daica steps between them and grabs the drone's bare wrist. It doesn't even have the capacity to express emotions as it watches its skin turn black with its blank eyes. Only a moment later, it crumbles into dust, leaving behind a considerable amount of machine parts that were embedded throughout its body. 

    "I should have expected something like this." Kamii looks down at the mechanical remains of their fellow child of the night with disgust. But it's directed at Alexander; he must have known who would be coming here, so he specifically prepared this enemy to torment them. 

    "It's a strategy more befitting of the Guide of Tomorrow." With a thoughtful gaze at the machine parts still clicking and moving on the floor, Daica remarks. 

    It's a terrible thought they have harbored since that battle in the Death Moon: Yuna merely used a substitute to fake her death and is still alive. After all, it seemed strange that Alexander took Skovrider and ran away so quickly, leaving behind his comrade of many millennia. Even the Old Humans can't be that callous and cowardly. 

    As the two dark elves continue down the path, they encounter more drones made from their kin repairing the damage to the corridor. It either shows Alexander is as nasty as Yuna or confirms that the latter is still alive and planned this. They don't waste time contemplating that fact, though, and fight their way through. 

    The sounds of heavy impacts ring out through the sanctum, and they sense a distinct shaking under their feet. Chaos must be fighting Skovrider in a monumental confrontation. They don't know how much they can contribute, considering their experience with the Walker of the Wild, but Kamii does have an ace up her sleeve. 

    Then the noise stops for a moment before an impact shakes the entire sanctum. Silence follows, and the two dark elves exchange a nervous look with each other. This could mean the end of the battle between Chaos and Skovrider, but it's impossible to tell who won by just the sound. 

    But suddenly, there's an even bigger quake, causing Daica to nearly stumble. The drones ahead of them knock into each other or the walls and fall. Kamii doesn't waste this opportunity and swings her cursed arm to build up her combo counter for the upcoming battle against Skovrider. 

    "I have been wondering, but has your power changed?" Daica asks when she notices that Kamii's combo doesn't reset between the groups of enemies they encounter. 

    "Yes. Being with Mahkotoh seems to do that." She responds after splattering one drone against the wall with a horizontal swing of her crab pincer. Her combo counter used to reset with time between hits and misses. Now, it only does so when she misses, meaning she could virtually double her power into infinity. 

    Daica remembers that her decaying touch was much slower-acting in the past and didn't turn people to dust. Even against Yuna, it wasn't as quick as when she disintegrated the dark elf drone earlier. Being with Chloe so much over the past half a year must have empowered her curse even further. Still, anything beyond what she has now could only be considered overkill. 

    "I'll let you take care of the enemies on our way then." The big dark elf says with a wry smile. Skovrider is an inorganic existence, so her decay doesn't work against him anyway. 

    Kamii doesn't respond and merely continues down the corridor. She knows her little sister is self-conscious about her ability to contribute in battles since Mahkotoh returned with several powerful allies and lovers. Each of them is a match for the false gods, but that doesn't make the dark elf sisters obsolete. 

    It may be harsh to think about it this way, but in the end, even the goddess of the sky fell in battle. On the other hand, Daica did indeed get close enough and slap Yuna across the face when nobody else could touch her. Ultimately, it all depends on determination and luck. 

    The trail of destruction leads them to a door that looks different from all others they passed. There's a control panel on the right, but they can tell immediately that it's locked with a password. Kamii exchanges a glance with Daica, then steps back and lets her sister take the lead while standing watch for enemies. 

    The big dark elf pulls out an acid vial and uncorks it. Unlike making a hole in the ground where she can pour it out directly, she can't throw it against the door since it will only eat away the surface and move down. She has to carefully apply it repeatedly in a line and make it dissolve inward and downward simultaneously. 

    While Daica does her work, Kamii fends off a few more drones coming for them. More and more appear to be converging on their position now that they're stationary, but it allows her to stack her combo counter. At this point, she can already hit them with so much force that it rips them apart rather than throw them backward. A few more hits and she will start disintegrating them into a fine mist. 

    "I'm done." The big dark elf announces and turns around to find her elder sister standing amid a bloodbath. Over a dozen mangled bodies and scattered scrap metal is strewn across the corridor and stuck on the walls from the force of her cursed strikes. The crab pincer has always been red, but it takes on a more menacing appearance in this context. 

    The hole in the door is barely large enough for Daica to squeeze through. The other side is a large hall, but it's completely empty. They find only an indentation on one wall and a large, humanoid-shaped hole in another. The impact sounds they heard earlier must have caused those. 

    Without further ado, Kamii heads for the only other way out of the hall and peeks through the hole. It appears that whatever caused it went through several more walls and exited the sanctum. Leading the way, she heads out first and quickly ducks under a vibrating blade swung by a drone waiting on the other side. 

    Daica shoots an explosive bolt into the drone's face, blowing off its head. Before she can load her next shot, another enemy assaults her, but Kamii hits them with an uppercut that disintegrates its entire upper body. Then, a plasma pellet glances off her crab pincer. Countless drones approach from one side of the corridor and shoot at them. 

    The two dark elves retreat back into the hall and stand with their backs against the wall next to the hole. But even here isn't safe as the door they cut through with Gilmirin's acid slides open and reveals another contingent of drones, who open fire the moment they see the intruders. 

    Kamii raises a barrier of darkness to shield them from the barrage. It blocks the projectiles, but doing so doesn't change that they're pinned from two sides. Daica weighs her options and decides that making a smoke screen is useless. She learned from Hestia that there is something called thermal vision that allows one to see a person's body heat through smoke and even thin walls. Now would be the worst timing to learn that the drones have that piece of technology installed. 

    "This feels like that time in the other sanctum." Kamii remarks with a fearless smile. It's rare for her to show expressions like this, but it's a sign of her self-confidence. 

    "Should we go a level deeper then?" Daica returns the look and readies an acid vial. 

    "No, we go that way." The little dark elf points at the hole next to them as a drone tries to climb through. She hits it with her cursed arm and splatters it with such force that its bones and mechanical parts blast holes into those behind it. 

    Using the opening, the dark elf sisters exit the hole and run across the corridor, avoiding gunfire from the surrounding drones. They enter a storage room and continue onward to an empty hallway, through another room, before finally reaching the outer wall of the sanctum. 

    "What now?" With a nervous look outside and seeing Rodens far below, Daica wonders. Once again, this is reminiscent of their attempt at escaping the floating island back then after they sabotaged its gravity core. 

    Kamii erects a dark shield behind them and peers out of the hole once more. Due to the island's curvature, they can't see anything above them, and it's too far of a drop to make it down by angling barrier spells and slowing their fall. Furthermore, there's still an aerial battle going on between the Dominion air force and the Fatas around them. 

    Suddenly, Hestia zooms past them, shooting an energy beam from her left wing's cannon at an unseen opponent. A massive blade of light slashes through the space before the hole, which the fallen Fata barely avoids by thrusting sideways. She has her hands full with her battle, so they can't call out to her for help. 

    The dark shield is pelted by plasma shots, causing Kamii and Daica to turn around. Apparently, it's strong enough to withstand the low-caliber weapons the drones are equipped with. But it doesn't change the fact that they're trapped in here. 

    "We fight our way through and head for the command center, as per our original objective." The little dark elf declares and raises her dagger. 

    "I like your optimism." The big dark elf responds and loads an acid burst vial. 

    A vibration blade stabs through the dark shield and begins cutting downward. Kamii and Daica run over and stand against the wall with their backs, ready to fight the moment the enemy breaks through. It won't be easy, but they won't fall in a place like this. 

    Suddenly, their view of the room before them shifts. A few inches away from their feet, the ground slides out of alignment and moves downward. The walls and ceiling go with it, and a part of the floating island separates from the rest. 

    Something cut through it with such precision and force that there was a delayed reaction. Only when the weight of the separated sanctum piece gave in to gravity did it begin to move. Several floors pass by them at an increasingly faster rate until it falls clear of their room. 

    Kamii and Daica stand at the precipice, watching as a good chunk of the sanctum falls from the sky and appears to land on Rodens. But a mass of tree roots and branches break through every open space in the city and shoots up to catch the falling rubble. Unlike the solid Death Moon, the island piece is mostly made of rock. It shatters under its own weight and throws up a dust cloud that spreads across Rodens, obscuring the ongoing battle. 

    The dark elf sisters look up at the open sky above them, then peer out at the landscape. Even the clouds appear to have been severed, and a deep ditch has opened all the way to the horizon. They exchange a worried glance with each other. 

    The dark shield breaks, and the first drone comes through. There's no time to worry about anybody else but themselves right now.

  


   
    Chapter 192 - Old Grievances 

      

      

    Alexander's Mu City Ship descends on Arkaim from the upper atmosphere. It's a vaguely snowflake-shaped vessel measuring nearly twenty kilometers across. It appears to have grown over time like a city rather than built according to a set schematic. The protruding sections on this titanic vessel that indicate the cardinal and intercardinal directions display gigantic sculpted faces. 

    Clockwise, they are Alexander, Niko, Zeke, Kyra, Yuna, Xing, Elaine, and Sixty-Eight. A city sits on top of the ship, rising from smaller buildings on the outer rim to a towering palace complex rising above its surroundings in the center. 

    This is a monument to Old Human supremacy, meant to instill fear and awe with its overwhelming presence alone. There's a palpable pressure in the air pushing down on Arkaim, doubtlessly the effect of the massive gravity cores keeping this ship afloat. 

    The Dominion capital's population evacuates quickly before the ship can unleash death and destruction. A stream of civilians heads for the castle, flanked by the garrison troops directing their movements. Flying demons rise to the sky to preempt the enemy's airforce but soon feel their utter inadequacy when they realize how large this sanctum truly is. 

    Suddenly, red lightning flashes through the sky and strikes the city like rain. Every single bolt leaves behind a humanoid figure with blood-red skin and curved horns, their bodies letting off smoke from the forceful teleportation none but they could survive. 

    They are a mass-produced variant of Rangatira clones that lack sexual characteristics and are around the height of an adult human man. As they look around in curiosity and sniff the air, they growl and hiss at each other like a pack of animals. One appears to pick up the smell of demons in the vicinity and informs the others with a howl. 

    These red demons possess no advanced intellect as they run through the streets or climb over buildings without any sense of tactics or coordination. When they come upon fleeing civilians or demon soldiers, they attack with their teeth and claws like wild beasts. It would be more apt to call them devils due to their appearance and nature. 

    "I'm glad Aurelia isn't here." Exia comments when she watches the situation unfold from a window in the castle. She can't reveal her presence here yet, or Alexander might withdraw before even showing himself. For the time being, she has to trust that the other defenders can hold their own against this threat. 

    That's when she notices a gigantic hatch opening on the underside of one of the Mu City Ship's arms. Instead of fighter jets or flying devils pouring from it, a giant cannon pointing straight down emerges, aligning itself above one of several hidden entrance to the Arkheim vault. 

    A massive energy beam blasts apart the buildings on the surface and digs into the ground underneath. At this intensity, it's only a matter of moments before it reaches the vault armor. But Exia can't believe that Alexander would brute-force it in this manner. These shelters were made to withstand even the apocalypse, so it will take some time to melt through the layered armor even with such a powerful weapon. 

    Screams draw her attention to the other side, where devils descend upon the rear of the stream of civilians fleeing to the perceived safety of the castle. The soldiers fight valiantly but are pushed back by the sheer difference in power. After all, these mindless creatures still have the biology of the Rangatira. 

    "Senpai, the attack has begun." Exia informs Chaos of the situation through the radio but doesn't get a response. Either the Mu City Ship is jamming the signal, or she's busy with something in Rodens. Whatever the case, Chaos can only return once Alexander rears his head in person. 

    A streak of light flashes through the streets and travels through countless devils without stopping. In its wake, the creatures are beheaded or cleaved apart in ways that don't allow them to regenerate. It's Rolan, going off-script because he can't abide senseless civilian deaths. 

    From the castle gatehouse, plasma beams burn through the devils with pinpoint accuracy. Runa unleashes her Chosen Knight magic with surprising proficiency and ruthless efficiency. Since Rolan has charged forth, there's no point in hiding anymore. After all, where the hero is, his party can't be far. 

    Suddenly, the devils stop in their approach and fall back slightly. Some scale the houses and climb onto the rooftops to get a better overview of the situation. Then, on an unheard signal, they create fireballs in their palms and throw them at the gate. However, their accuracy is lacking, resulting in many projectiles missing their intended target and falling toward the fleeing civilians. 

    A massive energy shield appears on top of the gatehouse and blocks the incoming bombardment like an umbrella stopping rain. It's so large that it covers the entire forward section of the castle, shielding not only the civilians below but also a part of the wall. A moment later, the devils stop, seemingly confused by the translucent blue barrier. Gram stands on the battlements, carrying a massive tower shield that looks like a piece of advanced military hardware rather than something found in a medieval war. 

    Runa fires plasma beams through the barrier unhindered, burning through many devils within moments before they can take shelter. But Rolan comes through with Roshanee in hand and makes short work of all within his path. 

    Still, it's merely a drop in the ocean as red lightning continues to rain down on the city, teleporting in more and more devils. Surely, the Mu City Ship has cloning facilities that pump them out as needed. As long as the ship remains, there will be no end to this flood of enemies. 

    Luckily, the stream of civilians appears to be abating as more and more make it into the castle. Now, only stragglers remain, running under the cover of Gram's shield and Runa's plasma barrage. Rolan and the city garrison guide them through the last stretch while holding back the onslaught of devils. 

    "What are those?!" One of the soldiers screams and points down the main street. Chasing the last few fleeing civilians are a contingent of towering devils reminiscent of Gelvath in stature. But weapons such as beam cannons and grenade launchers appear to be grafted or bolted directly onto their forearms. As predicted, Alexander has pulled out all the stops and is making full use of his technology.  

    A red figure swoops down from above and impales one of the devils with a massive lance. It's Svanhild, wearing her Dragon Knight armor and wielding a new mechanical drill lance. As the devil attempts to pull itself free, she focuses her incredibly powerful rotating wind magic into the grooves of the drill and rips apart the creature from the chest outward. Using the forward momentum from the spinning magic, she continues down the street, looking for her next target. 

    Lightning arcs from the top of the castle and strikes one of the devils in the chest like a physical hit that sends it flying. In fact, Halthor traveled on the bolt and delivered a devastating punch at the speed of lightning. Raising his gauntleted hand to the sky, he calls down another bolt and grabs it as if it had physical form before flying back up into the air for another strike. 

    Given that they're trained to be one-man armies, Svanhild and Halthor don't coordinate with each other and seek one enemy after another on their own. Rolan would prefer they worked together, but letting these two go all-out has its merits. 

    He instead charges in and attempts to cut the first advanced devil's head off in one quick movement. But the enemy avoids the slash by moving backward just in time. The fallen hero isn't surprised to find that they're capable of somewhat matching his speed, even if only when facing him. Alexander must have given them that power specifically to defeat him, much like Gelvath, the second coming of Aldeath, was specifically created to be taken down by Rolan after giving him a spectacular battle. 

    But unlike back then, these enemies don't have a single trait that would cause the fallen hero to hesitate. He's filled with purpose and resolve - the most important characteristics for using the Reality Engine, according to Exia. 

    Two curved blades flip into position from underneath the devil's grafted weapons. They begin to vibrate so fast that even within the slowed world of Roshanee, Rolan can only see a blur. Something tells him that he doesn't want his sword to touch those, even with his imagination empowering it to the point that it can cut through steel like butter. 

    Even if these devils can see him when he moves at full speed, Rolan still has the upper hand. After all, Gelvath was at a disadvantage while fighting him since he needed to use magic explosions to be able to move or strike as quickly as the Chosen One did. With their low intellect, these devils will pose no threat to him. 

    Avoiding the slowed cross cut from the devil with a simple sidestep, Rolan brings Roshanee up through the creature's forearms, severing the grafted weapons. Before it can scream in pain, he spins around and uses the centrifugal force to cut off its head before moving on to the next target without even looking back. 

    But suddenly, time returns to regular speed, and an arrow glances off Rolan's shoulder armor a moment later. If not for the surprise at the cancellation of his slowed time and his momentum carrying him forward another step, it would have pierced his throat. In that regard, whatever caused his ability to be dispelled saved him from a potentially fatal injury. 

    Looking at where the arrow came from, he is shocked to see a familiar person on a distant rooftop, nocking a second arrow on a pitch-black compound bow. It's Hreidunn, wearing a black bodysuit and a dark visor over her eyes. Her visible facial features are distorted in hatred, and it's clearly directed at Rolan. 

    "Hreidunn, wait!" He calls out to her, but she shoots. The arrow disappears the instant it leaves the bow, but the fallen hero raises Roshanee to his throat. With a high-pitched ping, the projectile bounces off his sword and turns visible again as it drops to the cobblestone road. 

    "Traitor!" A voice roars down the street, and he looks in the direction of its owner to find a young man with flaming red hair and green eyes. It's Leif, Hreidunn's nephew and the brother of Vigdis, the young water mage who was killed in their battle against Queen Pelomyx. 

    Leif raises his staff and silently conjures a fireball above its tip. With a slight wave of it, he throws the projectile in an arc. Rolan watches the spell fly toward him and raises his sword to cut through it. To his surprise, it falls short and impacts the street a few steps away. But the moment it touches the cobblestone, it generates a massive explosion that throws him backward. 

    He rolls across the ground and jumps back to his feet again, utterly surprised by the destructive force of such a simple spell. His instincts suddenly scream for him to dodge, and he raises his sword in time to deflect another invisible arrow. Then he concentrates and tries to enter the world of Roshanee once more, but nothing happens. 

    It would seem that Alexander has taken these two in and trained them to become something akin to Chosen Knights. The ranger appears to be able to cancel his abilities and turn her arrows invisible. The fire mage no longer needs to speak incantations, and his spells have become incredibly potent. 

    "Are they your former comrades?" Halthor lands next to Rolan and asks in a curious tone. He never interacted with the Chosen One's party during the latter's tenure with the Alliance army, so he doesn't know much about them. 

    "They were taken in by La-... Framtith after you deserted." Svanhild flies over on her armor's magical dragon wings and explains. "It seems she wanted to send them against you in Rikshakti, but they weren't ready then." 

    "Traitors. All of you." Leif looks across the trio and grinds his teeth. Lady Framtith told him they were seduced by the Betrayer after witnessing the demon queen's power. After defeating Gelvath, another avatar of the Betrayer, he came to Rolan and the others in their dreams and promised them power beyond even that of the gods. 

    Svanhild and Halthor were the same after their defeat at the hands of the demons. According to Lord Alexander, there were many historical precedents of Chosen Knights switching sides after being captured and seduced by demons and their dark powers. Leif will never understand how these people chosen by the gods could betray their benefactors. 

    "Open your eyes, Leif! Hreidunn! They are false gods!" Rolan tries to reason with his two former comrades. He points at the devils gathering around Leif and Hreidunn, whom they appear to recognize as their allies. "How can you think the people who created these monsters are divine?" 

    Normal humans would fear these lesser Rangatira-types as demons, but unlike the citizens of the Dominion, they don't even possess intellect. Why would Leif and Hreidunn, who hate demons, fight alongside these clearly demonic creatures? 

    "I believe they have been brainwashed. Like Cassia." Runa walks up to Rolan's side, with Gram following closely behind her. The last civilian stragglers have disappeared behind the gate, and the soldiers have taken up their positions on the walls. The half-elf gestures behind her while readying her staff. "We should fall back." 

    "Are you running away?" Leif shouts from a distance and raises a hand. The devils charge forward at that signal. 

    "Yes, we should. I can't use Roshanee." Rolan responds to Runa in a whisper. "Alexander must have taught them some things." 

    "We'll hold them back here until you're through the gate then." Svanhild offers with a sideways glance at Rolan. 

    Suddenly, Halthor extends a hand in front of the Dragon Knight's face and catches something invisible out of the air. It turns out to be one of Hreidunn's arrows, becoming visible within his grip. Even for a Chosen Knight, his physical abilities and reflexes are beyond reckoning. He fought the Black God for hours and came out bruised but alive. That's not something many people in this world can say about themselves. 

    "Thanks." The Dragon Knight surprisingly offers her gratitude, and the Thundering Knight grunts in response. 

    "I don't think they will let us leave." Gram looks up at the surrounding rooftops where more and more devils gather. Even now, the red lightning continues to rain down on Arkaim all around them, bringing in more enemies. 

    "They have no say about that." Raising her staff, Runa declares in a harsh tone. But when nothing happens, she blinks her eyes in confusion. Then she looks at Hreidunn standing on the distant rooftop, and her eyes widen. "She must be canceling all our magic somehow." 

    It doesn't seem to cancel their enhanced physical abilities as Chosen Knights, as Svanhild still holds her massive drill lance with one hand as if it were as light as a regular spear. 

    "That doesn't work on me." Halthor generates electricity around his gauntlet built in the Death Moon replicator. Since it's a piece of technology, it's unaffected by the strange anti-magic phenomenon that stops Rolan and Runa. He then points a finger at Hreidunn, ready to unleash a lightning bolt. 

    "No, don't kill her." Rolan implores. Even if they are enemies now, he doesn't want to kill his former comrades. 

    "Do you think we have the leeway to subdue them?" The Thundering Knight raises his hand further and unleashes lightning in their surroundings, causing it to chain through many of the devils on the rooftops. They're adapted to electricity, so they only sustain some surface burns that heal quickly. 

    In response, all the lesser devils throw fireballs at them in a rain of flames. Gram raises his shield and deploys the energy barrier built into it. Since it's also made with technology, Hreidunn's anti-magic ability can't cancel it. The projectiles explode against the translucent shield, filling their view with light. 

    "Some great hero I am." Rolan smiles wryly and remarks with a resigned sigh. "This is not how I can repay Chloe's mercy." 

    Svanhild furrows her brow at him but then notices that Runa seems to be smiling warmly. It's rare for her to see the half-elf show such an expression, and it's even more surprising to see it when Rolan appears to be belittling himself. Then she realizes that he's using this attitude to gather his resolve. 

    "My power comes from within; not from some Old Human machination." Clenching his fist around Roshanee's hilt, the fallen hero hardens his expression and points the sword at Leif and Hreidunn. "I will return you to your senses." 

    With these words, he charges forth against the incoming devils. His party follows him, and they clash against the hordes of red-skinned creatures on their path toward Hreidunn and Leif. They advance under Gram's umbrella shield and fight their way through the lesser Rangatira. 

    Svanhild activates the thrusters on her mechanical lance and slides across the cobblestone on her bladed heels as if skating on ice. Her weapon is perfectly suited for breaking through enemy lines, and she takes the vanguard. Piercing and rending her way through the devils, she cuts a path for the others to follow. 

    Halthor flies through Gram's shield bubble and blasts lightning across the rooftop devils to stop their constant bombardment. He raises his gauntlet and deflects an invisible arrow from Hreidunn, then calls down lightning right beside her. The ranger jumps to another rooftop and hides out of sight. 

    Leif throws a fireball their way, but Runa shoots through it with a plasma beam, showing Hreidunn's magic-canceling ability must be tied to her line of sight. The spell explodes in midair, throwing the devils below it into disarray with its massive blast. 

    Rolan enters the slowed world of Roshanee, but before he can complete two steps, he's pulled back out. It seems Hreidunn is back with her power-canceling ability, but he can't find her. Still, he feels light in his steps, as if he were still empowered by Roshanee. 

    Runa studied under Alexander for half a year and gained the physical strength of a regular Chosen Knight, but he never had that. All of his power was granted to him one day through Roshanee. But he has made that power his own ever since he learned the truth about the false gods. He should be able to do all those things, even without relying on the slowed world the Sword of Light appears to show him. 

    A devil enters Gram's shield bubble and heads for the big man. He takes a hand off his shield and prepares to fend off the imp-like creature charging at him. But Rolan is there to behead it in a single glowing swing, cutting through muscles and bones as if they were paper. The two men exchange a silent nod, then continue to carry out their roles as the party fights its way down the street toward Leif. 

    More and more large devil variants appear from the alleyways and rooftops, replacing the smaller and weaker imps. Halthor's lightning seeks their metal armor pieces, but Svanhild's attacks bounce off the tougher opponents. Throughout it all, Runa defends them from Leif's magical bombardment while Gram blocks the fireballs thrown by the devils. 

    Their momentum stalls halfway to the young fire mage, and they're surrounded by advanced devils on all sides. Forming a circle around Runa, the party of humans takes a defensive position and looks for an opening to continue onward. 

    Rolan stands beside his beloved and concentrates his senses on the feeling of Roshanee in his grip. As the others fight in a storm around him, the fallen hero tries to overcome his limits like the two Chosen Knights among them have. 

    He sheathes Roshanee and releases the hilt before stepping forward into the slowed world of his mind. Everything is reduced to an almost imperceptible speed, and only Halthor's lightning is visibly moving across Rolan's vision. 

    Without wielding or touching the Sword of Light - without even thinking about it - he can overcome his mental limitations. This is his power, not one granted to him by a conveniently placed legendary sword in the Lost Tombs. 

    The Chosen One is finally fully unleashed. 

    Runa and the others only see a streak pass them by as Rolan uses his bare hands to take down the devils in their path. Unlike before, these lesser Rangatira-types can't hope to keep up with him and are knocked aside by his strikes as he makes his way toward Leif. 

    The young fire mage unleashes his most powerful spell, summoning a ring of fire above him and slamming it down. As it hits the street, a wave of flames explodes outward in every direction, burning the buildings and devils in the vicinity alike. But something cuts through it and enters the eye of the firestorm. 

    Rolan stands before Leif and grabs his wrist holding his staff. His other hand shoots up and grabs an arrow aimed at his temple, and he looks off to the side. In an alleyway, hiding behind a stack of building materials that shielded her from the firestorm, Hreidunn is ready to nock another arrow but stops to stare at the fallen hero in surprise. 

    His eyebrows are crinkled in an expression of regret and empathy. He should have tried to persuade them to abandon the Alliance together instead of leaving them behind. 

    "What is with that look?" Leif uses his free hand to punch Rolan in the face, and he takes it without trying to dodge. That gives the young mage pause, as the fallen hero's expression only shows pity. Then, he knocks Leif out with a strike to the solar plexus. Before Hreidunn can react, Rolan bridges the distance in the blink of an eye and does the same to her. 

    As his comrades take the path he opened and join up with him, he emerges from the alleyway with Leif and Hreidunn under his arms. Halthor raises an eyebrow but doesn't say a word. As someone who prides himself in his power, he wasn't sure he had the leeway to subdue them while beset by enemies on all sides. But the Chosen One did it single-handedly. 

    While the false gods most likely chose Rolan on a whim, he has lived up to the title through his own strength. Perhaps he is now the most powerful new human in the world. 

    "Now, we need to get back to the castle with them." Gram comments while keeping his gaze on their surroundings. The devils retreated after the blast of flames but are returning after adapting to it. Those that Rolan knocked out have awoken again as well and most likely won't fall to the same attack a second time. 

    "Leave it to me." The fallen hero draws Roshanee once more and declares. Although he no longer needs to rely on the Sword of Light, it remains a reliable weapon to take into battle. He smiles wryly when he considers this fact and steps into the slowed world again to lead the way. 

      

    Exia sits on the throne in the Forerunners Chamber and directly interfaces with the computer of Arkaim castle. It's a surveillance system designed to grant the demon monarch sight over their realm, but it really was a means for the Old Humans to control their actions by feeding them prophetic visions. 

    The Guardian of the Soil has connected it to the security system of the Arkheim vault deep underground and monitors the advancement of the drilling laser. At the current rate, they should have about half an hour before it opens a hole into the roof, allowing Alexander to enter and rescue Zeke. 

    Even now, there are no signs that he came to oversee things personally. The devils swarming the city are more than enough to keep the demon defenders occupied, and with the strongest fighters away, he has no need to show himself. It's entirely possible that he isn't even here and left it all to his underlings. 

    On one of the holographic screens, Exia watches as Rolan and his party make their way back to the castle after taking care of their old comrades. Another shows the demons fighting the devils being teleported directly into the castle grounds. For now, the defenses are holding, and all the Guardian of the Soil can do is wait. If Alexander doesn't show himself even when the Arkheim vault has been cracked, she will have to intervene. They can't allow Zeke to leave confinement. 

    It would seem that the entire Mu City Ship is filled with these devils. The various types that have appeared throughout the city suggest a hierarchical structure among their kind based on strength. The imp-like smaller ones are like animals, but they gain uncanny coordination once those of a higher order take command. 

    Sighing and leaning back on the throne, Exia tries to think of ways to help without causing the Mage of the Beginning to get suspicious. She has been doing so since the Mu City Ship appeared and unleashed its troops, and no answer has come to mind. The truth is, they are already straining the limits of interference here in Arkaim. 

    Communications with Rodens have been cut off for a while now. The carrier in the sky may be jamming all signals by its mere presence. The only other explanation would be that Alexander is aware of their access to technology. 

    "Should I try to call Makoto?" Senka asks from the doorway. Exia turns to look at the doll-like girl, contemplating her options. Then she shakes her head. 

    "No, let her concentrate on her battlefield." The cloud girl responds with a shake of her head. Knowing Chaos, she would worry about the situation in Arkaim even if she could hold herself back from returning here. In the middle of an intense battle, distractions could prove fatal. "We just need to do our part." 

    "What about Kerry?" Tilting her head to look at the holographic screens, Senka inquires. 

    "I haven't heard anything from them." Exia looks at the screen displaying the various comms devices everybody is carrying. The Golden Raiment is a quantum entanglement communication device in addition to its other features. Kerry can directly interface with it through their mind, so if they haven't responded, they must be very busy with something. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Senka comments. 

    "Oh, that's from Star W-" Exia begins, but the doll girl interrupts her. 

    "Don't invoke that name." She points a stitched finger at the cloud girl and warns her with an intense glare. 

    "You don't like it?" Tilting her head in disbelief, Exia wonders while blinking her eyes. Then she seems to think twice and concedes with a wry smile. "I guess thirty-three movies will have a few that people dislike. I remember reading through some of the shitstorms in the wakes of the more controversial ones." 

    Senka merely narrows her eyes at the cloud girl, then shakes her head and sighs. She turns away and heads for the door again, showing that she's thoroughly done with this conversation. Exia watches the doll girl depart, confused by her behavior. But before she can call out to her, a notification blinks on one of the holographic screens. 

    It shows that a transport ship has separated from the Mu City Ship and is descending toward the area where the laser drill operates. The likelihood that Alexander himself is on board is high enough for her to keep an eye on it. 

    "Hey, Senka. Can you do something for me?" Exia stops Senka before she leaves the Forerunners Chamber. The doll girl turns around and looks at the reverse of the holographic screen showing the transport ship flying overhead. 

    "I'll scout it out." Without waiting for the Guardian of the Soil's request, Senka nods and leaves.

  


   
    Chapter 193 - Might Overwhelming 

      

      

    Skovrider wields his black sword with one hand and performs a strangely slow diagonal cut despite being too far for it to reach- 

    In the next moment, half my perception is gone, and I realize that I was cut perfectly down the middle. I quickly grow out tendrils and reconnect with the separated half, regaining its mass and control. The sanctum behind me has been cut apart, and so have the sky and the ground. I could imagine that the groove in the landscape continues on for many kilometers beyond the horizon. 

    The Proxima seems to realize that cutting attacks are useless against me. He turns the sword around and angles his body, then swings it in my direction so slowly that it looks almost comical. But I notice that he appears to be using all his strength as his synthetic muscles bulge to allow him to wield this weapon. 

    I dodge to the side just to make sure, but suddenly, I feel an unseen force tugging at me. As if the path of his slash became a vacuum, I'm being pulled toward it. The parted clouds above are compressed, and the ground shifts upward. Then, it passes, and I turn to look at Skovrider. 

    Before I can react, he has already swung again, and I'm right in the middle of it. The force washes over me like a tidal wave, and my arms and legs are twisted off like in the transportation incident. It's a continuous force that quickly shaves away my mass. 

    When it's finally over, I find that all that's left of me is a frayed head and torso. My arms and legs appear to have been disintegrated to the point I can't even sense them in my life sense anymore. Luckily, I maintain most of my matter inside the core and have only the bare minimum for my extremities. I quickly regrow them using mass from inside me. 

    Skovrider is already getting ready for his next swing, so I try to get inside his range. I grow out jet engines on my back and shoot forward with a sonic boom, charging at him with all of my mass. But he extends his free hand and grabs my neck, causing me to almost rip off my own head due to the momentum. 

    Before I can deploy the pile bunker inside me, he lets go and kicks me in the stomach. The impact sends me flying backward, but I catch myself and unleash a plasma breath at his face. He shields himself with his palm and brings down the sword. 

    The jet engines on my back are still there, and I use them to avoid the invisible attack's trajectory before moving in again. As I approach, I create three layers of form-fitting rigid light barriers around Skovrider to restrict his movements. He won't be able to swing his giant sword this way. 

    "Interesting idea." The Walker of the Wild commends me without a hint of worry. Either he's programmed not to feel any, or he's just that relaxed even when fighting somebody who has proven capable of harming him. Whatever the case, he slowly moves his sword, which slices through the multiple barriers as if cutting through soft butter. "But don't underestimate this Ame-no-Murakumo." 

    "I knew it!" I point at the oversized katana. Of course, Alexander would give it a Japanese name. It's the legendary imperial regalia of Japan, a sword said to have cut down the eight-headed serpent Yamata-no-Orochi. "But the Ame-no-Murakumo wasn't a katana. It was a two-edged straight sword." 

    "Father is quite aware of that, but does it not fit the name?" Skovrider points at the sky behind me, where the clouds in the distance are unloading rain onto the plains. Ame-no-Murakumo, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, is indeed quite a fitting name for a weapon that can cause such a phenomenon. 

    "Should have given you a straight sword then." I quip and approach him as the barriers are dispelled around him. 

    "Father does quite like this kind of design, though." The Walker of the Wild responds with a shrug and readies the sword for another slash. It truly is a shame that we can't talk this out. He seems like a reasonable person, but as a Proxima, he can only fulfill his creator's orders. 

    On no signal in particular, we both move. I dodge the sword's invisible attack and fly toward Skovrider once more. Morphing my body to avoid his extended arm, I turn into a mass of tentacles and cling to him like a wet cloak. He unleashes a shockwave from his body that blows me away, but I quickly gather myself back and wrap around his limbs to hold him in place. 

    "What now?" He wonders, not at all concerned that he can't use the Ame-no-Murakumo at this range. I can tell that my constriction doesn't affect him at all as he moves his limbs casually. Covering his face won't work since he's a machine and doesn't need to breathe. And swallowing him whole is most likely suicidal. 

    "Maybe I can't eat you. But what about that sword?" I respond with a grin. He immediately attempts to rip me off his chest, but I'm too malleable for him to grasp. Although he doesn't show a hint of anxiety, his actions tell me that he wouldn't want to lose this powerful weapon given to him by his creator. 

    I ripple across his body and gather toward his right hand, where he wields the Ame-no-Murakumo. Slipping into the cracks between his fingers and the hilt, I force his grip apart with the sheer mass growing from inside me. As he drops the weapon, I spread across it in an attempt to swallow it into my unfathomable depths. 

    But before I can cover it entirely, Skovrider grabs it by the blade. His other hand glows with overwhelming heat, and he uses it to wipe me off. My body instinctively retracts from the burning sensation until I'm free of the weapon. Then I get blasted away by a shockwave from his palm. 

    As I catch myself, I'm hit by the pressure from another swing of his blade. This time, I quickly turn my body into a javelin and face the direction of the rending wave. In this aerodynamic form, I barely feel the effect and weather the storm. 

    Once the swing is complete, I use the opening to launch myself at Skovrider with as much speed as I can imagine. Before my mind can catch up to my own acceleration, I hear a sonic boom and find myself in his left hand, just millimeters away from his eye. His reaction speed is at a level where he can catch high-speed bullets with his fingers. 

    But this is an opportunity I won't waste as I deploy a pile bunker about as thick as a pencil from the tip of my javelin-shaped body. The stake, with almost all of my mass behind it, pierces Skovrider's right eye. Or that's what it was supposed to do, but I should have expected that he could dodge it even at this range. 

    The stake cuts open his temple and scrapes across his black skull, generating sparks. It forces him to let go of me and stagger back while holding the wound, from which golden liquid gushes forth. In the same movement, he swings the Ame-no-Murakumo horizontally to get some space from me. 

    I can't follow up the attack and dodge before using the opening to expel the excess heat from firing the pile bunker. Transforming into a humanoid form, I open my back and unleash a blast of heat into the surroundings. During that time, Skovrider regains his composure and releases the wound on his temple, which is already closing again. 

    "It would seem that I have underestimated you. You are indeed a threat on the level of Nemesis." The Proxima remarks with a grin. His words don't match his expression, showing that he still doesn't feel outmatched. "I am the Walker of the Wild, so I didn't want to do this." 

    With these words, he grasps the hilt of Ame-no-Murakumo with both hands. Is this the beginning of phase three? 

      

    Kamii and Daica reach what must be the sanctum's command center. At least it looks similar to the one in the Death Moon, albeit much smaller. They take down the two guards standing at the door and seal it behind them with Daica's sticky alchemical solution. 

    The command center is manned by drones that have been fine-tuned for this particular purpose. Not only do they not stand up to attack the intruders, but they don't seem to react at all and continue to type away on their consoles. The massive screen shows many alerts, most likely due to the sanctum being cut apart earlier. 

    "Exia, we've reached the bridge." Daica contacts the Guardian of the Soil through the radio in her gas mask as she walks past the rows of computer consoles and glances at the unresponsive drones working on stabilizing the sanctum. Meanwhile, Kamii secures the room and looks for other doors the security personnel could enter from. 

    There is no response from the cloud girl. Daica repeats herself as she reaches the commander's seat, where a drone with especially large head implants sits. Without hesitation, the big dark elf pulls the cable directly connecting it to the console and pushes the convulsing drone off the chair. Then she sits down in it herself and hails Exia again. 

    Suddenly, the door they sealed behind them is blasted open, and the two dark elves prepare for battle. But to their surprise, Aurelia walks through the destroyed doorway with several golden weapons floating about her. She sees Kamii and Daica, and her glare softens. 

    Korenga enters after her, back in her tattooed human appearance. She looks across the working drones with disgust but seems to grasp that they aren't hostile. Her clothes are barely hanging on, but that's the only damage she took along the way. 

    "What are you doing here?" The little dark elf asks. 

    "Our fight took us inside, so we decided to join you." Aurelia responds while turning the area around her into gold and using it to seal the door with a golden wall. 

    "Do you know what happened to... Chaos?" Kami wonders while glancing at Korenga. 

    "We do not. I thought she would be with you." The Golden Queen raises an eyebrow. 

    "She's fighting the Walker of the Wild." The little dark elf responds with her brow furrowed in skepticism. How could these two not have noticed the quakes and impacts earlier? Were they in a section of the ship from which they couldn't see a third of it being cut off? 

    "I see. Then we best go and help her." Turning to Korenga, Aurelia motions to leave the command center to the two dark elves. She addresses the Black God in the Tuwheranui language, causing the latter's expression to brighten in anticipation. 

    Although Mahkotoh's companions had plenty of time to get to know each other after the war, there's a clear divide between them. They are separated along the line of those that were with Mahkotoh before she went to the Moon and those that came after. 

    Kamii, Daica, and Hestia share a tight bond now, not the least because they journeyed together during Mahkotoh's absence - and the Fata saved the little dark elf's life in Rikshakti. On the other side, Aurelia and Tokomaha have an unspoken friendship and a hint of rivalry for Mahkotoh's attention. 

    But there's a seemingly insurmountable distance between the former three and the latter two. According to Hestia, Aurelia almost killed her when they first met, which may play into their cold relationship. Still, they should have been able to warm up to each other through their shared love for Mahkotoh. 

    Furthermore, this divide also obviously expresses itself in their powers. Kamii understands that she and her sister are weaker than all the others. Their ability to utilize the Reality Engine lags far behind Hestia's, who is inarguably more powerful than they are on the battlefield. And Aurelia and Tokomaha have even the fallen Fata massively outclassed. 

    All the two dark elves have are their curses. Mahkotoh implied that Kamii has the highest destructive potential among anybody in the world if she can reach a high enough combo counter. But it doesn't change the fact that her body can't keep up with this power. 

    She looks down at her cursed arm. The combo counter has reached a point where she disintegrates everything she hits into a fine mist - including metal. Their opponent is the Proxima, a godlike machine that shrugged off Kerry's meteorite impact. If she doesn't at least send him flying far away with one strike, he could snap her head off with the flick of his finger in retaliation. 

    "Are you coming?" Aurelia's voice suddenly calls out to Kamii, causing her to flinch in surprise. It's such an unexpected invitation that the little dark elf blinks her eyes. The Golden Queen doesn't seem to fault her for it and smiles surprisingly warmly. "I have heard from Chaos the power you possess. You can do it, right?" 

    Kamii stares at Aurelia for a moment, baffled by her attitude. Then she nods, seemingly unsure about herself now that others are relying on her. She had no such issues when leading the Band of Fate, but she perceives the Golden Queen as somebody beyond her reach. 

    "What are you brooding about?" Aurelia suddenly puts a hand on Kamii's head, causing the latter to look up in shock. She can count the times the golden queen has touched her with one hand - and not her left. But she's also surprised that she didn't notice her approach while deep in thought, showing that she must have lost her edge. 

    The gentle touch suggests that Aurelia may be trying to bridge the distance between them. Living together for half a year while practically avoiding associating with each other isn't healthy. Everybody has been occupied since Mahkotoh's coronation in one way or another, and the Golden Queen is the busiest with administrative work. But in combat, they may have an opportunity to bond now. 

    "I-" Before Kamii can reply, the ground underneath their feet jumps several inches, causing them to trip. The little dark elf catches herself on a console and uses her cursed arm to grab the Golden Queen before she falls over. Korenga stumbles backward and hits her head on the golden door but only looks around in confusion. 

    "Sorry." Daica raises a hand from behind her console in apology. She's fiddling with the controls by herself since she can't connect to Exia. "I hit the clutch by accident. But we're moving away from Rodens now." 

    Kamii and Aurelia exchange a look with each other, then chuckle. Neither knows what a clutch is, but Daica's mistake gave them an opportunity to get closer. 

      

    I couldn't even see it coming. 

    Half of my mass is gone, erased by Skovrider's blindingly fast attack. The shockwave tore away a cone-shaped part of Rodens city and the mountain behind it, widening as the swath of destruction continues toward the horizon. Only my instincts allowed me to dodge to the side, or I would have lost most of my mass, if not my life. 

    Steam rises from Skovrider's green tattoo-like lines, showing that this devastating attack overheats his system. It must take a lot of energy to throw out one of these slashes, and he appears to require some downtime afterward. Still, the destructive potential is more than enough for the tradeoff. I need to do something before he's ready to go again. 

    But what can I do? My mass is diminished, and even when I had all of it, I couldn't damage his black bones. All I could do was avoid his attacks by clinging onto his body, but that's only trying to stay alive with no hope of victory. 

    From the corner of my eye, I notice that the sanctum is departing from the airspace above Rodens and flying north. The Fatas in the sky are confused by their base retreating with no warning and break off from their engagement with the demon air force. That's when I see Hestia fighting a single Fata high above the others. 

    "You look away in the middle of our battle?" Skovrider's voice is surprisingly close, and I spin my head around in time to see him throw a spinning kick. The impact snaps my body in half before I'm launched in the direction of the flying island like a rubber band being released. 

    A moment later, I hit the citadel on the island and crash through its pillars before coming to a stop halfway inside a wall. With my diminished mass, I weigh much less than before and can be smacked around like this. Mending my body and getting back up, I look around cautiously. It would seem that Aurelia and Korenga cleaned up the defenders that remained in the sanctum, so not a single soul comes running to see what happened. 

    Flying outside, I find Skovrider landing on the floating island a short distance away. He's holding the Ame-no-Murakumo with one hand again and appears to have calmed down. The green lines on his body have stopped spewing steam, and his expression is as self-confident as ever. 

    "Are you sure you want to fight on here?" I extend my arms and gesture around me. 

    "These sanctum ships are unimportant." The Proxima shrugs and glances around. The corpses of the Electi taken down by Aurelia and Korenga are strewn across the island's surface, extending all the way into the citadel's main doors. It's clear that they fought their way inside and, given their absence, are still in its depths. 

    "Your father won't scold you if you destroy his big toy?" I ask with a sarcastic grin. 

    "Not if I destroy you in the process." Skovrider shrugs again and grasps his weapon with both hands once more. Holding it high above his head, he gets ready to perform a helmet-splitter; only the thing he will split is the entire landscape in his blade's path. 

    Suddenly, the ground in front of him bursts open, and a black figure emerges in an explosion of rock and dirt. It's Korenga, roaring with her arms spread as if to invite Skovrider's attack. The latter brings the back of his blade down, but the Black God catches it in her palms. 

    However, the impact is so strong that her hands are struck aside. The back of the blade hits her shoulder and slams her through the ground she emerged from only moments ago. Rather than cutting or rending her, the Ame-no-Murakumo acted like a hammer hitting a nail into a flat surface. 

    Then, the diminished shockwave washes over me and blows apart the citadel behind me. But at least it wasn't as powerful as the first time he used it on me, and none of my matter was destroyed in the process. And now, Skovrider is steaming from his entire body again, unable to use the same move again. 

    Something whirrs past my ear, and I see several golden weapons impact the Proxima's body. They bounce off his skin without doing any harm, slow down in midair, and fly back toward me. I don't even flinch when they miss me by a few inches and turn around to face Aurelia. 

    "I heard that you were fighting Verdantes. But I did not expect you to be losing like this." The Golden Queen remarks, looking down at me from the steps of the destroyed citadel. 

    "He is much stronger than when we faced him in the Death Moon." I reply, not trying to make excuses. Aurelia is well aware that he must have been holding back in the transportation room because he didn't want to destroy the teleporter. If he had gone all-out like the older version of him in Quiraqui, he could have done much more damage. 

    "So it would seem." Aurelia peers across the floating island where Korenga has emerged from the hole in the ground she was stamped into and assaults the steaming Skovrider again. Since he wields the Ame-no-Murakumo, he can only fight back with one hand, which seems to put him on the back foot. "Let us handle this from here on out." 

    The Golden Queen descends the steps and draws Vanadia's Will from her left palm. Before I can ask where Kamii and Daica are, she floats off to join the battle against the Proxima. I extend my life sense and try to find the two dark elves nearby, but they must still be in the depths of the sanctum. 

    Korenga's punches stagger Skovrider slightly, but it's more than I can boast with all my strength. Be it the Black God's curse getting stronger or her personal fantasy within the Reality Engine being this potent, she has grown more powerful since Quiraqui. 

    Aurelia circles around and readies Vanadia's Will to strike at an opening, but the Walker of the Wild appears to keep her within his sight. He has his weapon raised in her direction while defending against Korenga. Although the Golden Queen hasn't seen the power of the Ame-no-Murakumo, she can instinctively tell that her monomolecular whips won't be able to cut through it. 

    Suddenly, a plasma beam rips across the sanctum and leaves a trail of explosions. I look up at its origin and discover that Hestia and her opponent's fight have taken her toward us. They flew faster than the other Fata, who still desperately try to catch up with the floating island. 

    Now I can see that her opponent is Apate Moirael, envoy of the Guide of Tomorrow. Her appearance stuck in my mind because her attitude left a lasting impression during the champion selection in the Royal Academy. Behind her spotless façade lay the darkness of somebody in a position of absolute and unchecked power. 

    Hestia seems to have a hard time against Apate. Although the fallen Fata has corrupted light magic and Old Human technology at her disposal, Yuna's chief envoy appears to be in control of their battle. She deflects every attack with a barrier of light and strikes back with a gigantic immaterial blade. 

    As the two circle the sanctum in their dogfight, Korenga's punch staggers Skovrider just right for him to step into a hole and stumble slightly. Aurelia doesn't let that opening slide and waves Vanadia's Will in the Proxima's direction. While invisible to the naked eye, the monomolecular whips leave behind a whirlwind of destruction in their path toward their target. 

    But to the Golden Queen's surprise, Skovrider doesn't try to catch himself and spins his upper body around. The Ame-no-Murakumo cuts through the ground and emerges on his other side to meet the incoming whips. A split second later, the whirlwind ceases, and Aurelia stands there with the golden baton outstretched, dumbfounded. 

    Then, the part of the floating island he cut through separates from the rest of the airship - as does Aurelia's right arm from her torso. I motion to rush forward, but the Golden Queen catches her severed arm flying off with her left hand and reattaches it without further ado. 

    Her expression is filled with rage as she regains control over her fingers. The monomolecular whips were cut, and with it, Vanadia's Will was rendered useless. She's not angry about being wounded; she's fuming that her memento of Vanadia was destroyed so easily. However, without it, she doesn't have any means of damaging the Proxima. 

    Rolling across the floor to avoid Korenga's repeated stomps, Skovrider loses sight of Aurelia for the moment. He can't swing his giant sword at this short range, and the Black God won't give him any space with her relentless attacks. 

    The Golden Queen suddenly flies forward while turning the ground underneath her into gold and lifting it with her absolute control. She doesn't shape them into weapons and keeps them as formless blobs waiting to be turned into whatever she imagines. Without Vanadia's Will, she's forced to get creative and find other means to damage Skovrider. 

    I ready myself to join the fray once more, deciding to coordinate myself with the Black God's rhythm. As the Proxima gains some distance from Korenga by kicking her in the stomach and propelling her backward, I shoot toward him as the Chaos Javelin. This time, Skovrider dodges to the side and attempts to grab me in passing, but I barely slip through his grasp. 

    Aurelia suddenly swoops in, surrounded by a storm of golden shards. Much like the monomolecular whips, they shred anything they touch, but Skovrider's skin appears impervious to the attack as he raises the Ame-no-Murakumo with both hands to cut her down. 

    That's when her hair, extended by the gold gathered from her surroundings, whips forward and grabs his arms. To his surprise, he's locked in place as the storm of shards intensifies around the Golden Queen. But I can tell she isn't consciously controlling the rending whirlwind, as she has to muster all of her willpower to hold back the strength behind the Walker of the Wild's physical strength. 

    I use this opening and fly through the shard storm as the Chaos Javelin and aim for Skovrider's eye. With his arms bound and his legs firmly planted on the ground, he has no means of avoiding me now. But to my surprise, he twists his body and neck ever so slightly, allowing him to shift enough in the last moment to catch the tip of the javelin in his teeth. 

    I change my shape to fit through the tiny gaps in his teeth so that he doesn't bite me in half. With my diminished matter, I can't create a pile bunker strong enough to harm him anymore, so I have to use a different approach. He tries to spit me out, but I anchor myself in place and unleash a plasma explosion in his mouth. 

    But to my surprise, it doesn't go deeply into his throat and blasts me instead. Luckily, my surface is made from dragon armor, so I don't melt away, but it forces me back out of the Proxima's mouth. He coughs and belches out a little smoke but doesn't look hurt. What can we even do to destroy him? 

    "Spicy." He comments with a grin. Then he unleashes a shockwave from his body that blasts me back and loosens Aurelia's hair on him just enough. In the opening created by this, he slips free of her grasp and moves back in a perfectly executed kendo sliding step. 

    I realize that he's about to cut with the Ame-no-Murakumo, and Aurelia seems to understand as well. But when he brings the blade down, Korenga jumps in from the side. This time, she doesn't try to catch it between her palms and punches the edge with her indestructible fist. 

    A massive shockwave rings out when the unstoppable force meets the immovable object. The surrounding earth and rock covering the airship are blasted away, and the two fighters are sent flying in opposite directions. The Proxima crashes into the artificial mountain at the center of the sanctum and shatters it on impact. The Black God carves a deep gouge into the surface of the floating island and flies off its rim. 

    The entire sanctum begins to fall from the sky. It would seem that the last clash finally broke the gravity core, but luckily, we're above the Herelier wasteland. If this had happened over Rodens, the entire city would have been destroyed. 

    Due to the sanctum's sheer weight, its momentum runs out quickly, and we drop like a rock. I'm worried about Kamii and Daica, who must still be in the command center, but there's nothing I can do to help them now. As I harbor this grim thought, the ship crashes into the rocky wasteland and crumbles under its own weight. 

    A massive dust cloud covers the area and obscures the battlefield. I summon a storm to blow it away and am painfully reminded of Tahiri. But instead of wallowing in sadness, I look up at the sky when I hear Hestia's gravity engine pass by. She unleashes a barrage of beams behind her, but they get deflected into the surroundings. One barely misses me, but the resulting explosion throws me into a pile of rocks. 

    As I dig myself out, I see just in time as the fallen Fata's right wing is nicked by Apate's light blade. It causes a small explosion in the machinery, and she descends from the sky while trailing smoke. I raise a hand and quickly generate a cushion of wind underneath her before she hits the ground. 

    "What do we have here?" Apate approaches from above and speaks with her enhanced voice. Behind her, the host of Fatas is rapidly approaching the downed sanctum, bringing more fighting forces to back up their leader and Skovrider. "Chloe Marcott, the demon student who would refuse an invitation from the gods. And now, Queen Chaos of the Dominion." 

    Maybe she's subconsciously ignoring the truth that several of her gods have died at our hands. Her tone suggests that she still feels a sense of superiority, much like Yuna did until the very end. 

    "To think I would have the honor to cut you down." Raising her light blade high above, Apate remarks with a smile. Although her words are sinister, her white wings, combined with her giant spectral sword and shield, give her a truly beautiful appearance. But that doesn't change the fact that she's an enemy. 

    Before she can swing, I unleash a plasma breath from my palm. But to my surprise, she deflects it with her light barrier even though Kiamedras's breath tore through ours unhindered. As she brings the blade down, I dodge to the side, but she adjusts her angle to follow my movement. I raise a hand and create a barrier of my own to block the attack. 

    "That does not work, Chloe!" Hestia cries out to me from a distance, but it's too late for me to realize my mistake. The blade cuts through my body diagonally and leaves a burning sensation, much like being scorched by a flame. There is no visible wound, but the pain spreads through my body with no way to repair the damage. 

    Be it her personal imagination or a property of the light affinity that can hurt a Crawling Chaos, it seems to have a similar effect to the lesser weapons of darkness that Xing gave to the undead Electi army. I can only watch as Apate raises the blade again, ready to finish me off. My entire nervous system feels like it's on fire, so I can't even react. Hestia runs and jumps across the rubble to get to me as quickly as she can, but she's too slow. 

    I gather my willpower and change into my true appearance. It takes Apate aback for a moment and stops her swing, but she doesn't lose her wits. As I collapse to my knees and lose my shape, she smirks in triumph and readies to strike me down once and for all. 

    Suddenly, Hestia screams in a mixture of pain and anger that echoes through everybody's minds. The approaching Fatas stop in midair behind Apate, whose movement freezes. She turns to look at the fallen Fata, who tears off her helmet and covers her eyes as if they're in pain. Then, she suddenly opens her eyes, and a barrage of warped bolts of darkness emerges from them that showers the surrounding area, staining all it touches black. 

    Apate beats her wings to gain distance, staring at Hestia's strange display with disgust and confusion. But the fallen Fata seems to grasp the meaning behind the sudden phenomenon. She looks up at the sky and tries to hit the chief envoy with the barrage. 

    Dropping out of the sky to avoid the attack, Apate catches herself and weaves through the seemingly randomly-moving bolts. Her kinetic vision and sense of motion allow her to escape unscathed, but the host of Fatas behind her is wholly unprepared. Many are struck by the attack, which turns their bodies black before they scatter into dust. 

    Flying under the immaterial attack, the chief envoy attempts to shoot a lance of light at Hestia. But the latter suddenly focuses the attack from the erratic bolts into a single beam of pure blackness that sucks in the very light around it. Apate raises her barrier to block it, but the darkness goes straight through the light and consumes it. Like a jet of ink, it washes over the pure-white Fata and stains all of her black. 

    She disintegrates into dust before even letting out a scream. 

    Hestia closes her eyes and falls to her knees, gasping from the pain and exhaustion caused by the strange phenomenon. The Fatas that came to aid their leader are routed by this sudden and devastating attack. They scatter in every direction, screaming in terror at Apate's death. 

    A web of darkness covers the fallen Fata's eyelids and face, and she seems unable to open her eyes again. But rather than thinking about herself, she feels her way around to find me. 

    "I'll be right there to help you, Chloe." She says while slowly making her way toward me across the unstable footing of the wreckage. I'm still trying to regain my shape against the burning sensation of Apate's light magic, so I can't even call out to her. Only a few steps later, Hestia trips over rubble and falls, but Aurelia suddenly flies in and catches her. "Chloe?" 

    "Unfortunately, I am not." She says while helping the fallen Fata to steady herself. "But she is alright." 

    She sees right through me. When Hestia fell, I was able to consolidate myself into a vaguely humanoid form and stand up shakily out of sheer force of will. My body is slowly adapting to the damage even without the Vanadia template, but it seems that my emotions play a bigger role than knowledge or imagination. 

    It would seem whatever doesn't kill a Crawling Chaos only makes it stronger, much like with Alexander's creations. It makes me wonder whether the Vanadia and Proxima lines were attempts at replicating Nemesis's seemingly infinite potential for evolution. 

    "I am so glad." Hestia reaches my arms with Aurelia's help and hugs me tightly. It causes a tingle to run through my reforming body as if my entire body fell asleep, but the numbness wears off quickly. 

    "Are you alright?" I lift the fallen Fata's chin and look at her face. The darkness seems to have changed the color of her skin, much like in Senka when she uses her strange techniques. But she still can't seem to open her eyelids even when she tries. 

    "My eyes hurt, but it is a small price to pay for saving you, Chloe." She declares in a proud tone, although her voice trembles. It must be causing her great pain, but she's trying to act tough. 

    "Your curse seems to have manifested again." I caress her cheek and sigh. The first and only other time was when we were transported to the Khurut Sultanate, and Aldebrand exploded out from inside me. She erased his existence with an invisible glare and paid for it in visual acuity that slowly recovered over time. 

    I look at the blackened rubble and note that it isn't stained but dyed through and through. The breeze appears to be blowing away the rocks and metal as if they were made of dust. That's when I realize that her curse has changed to affect inorganic matter, too. It became much more powerful, but the price she paid for it was much steeper, too. I hope her blindness isn't permanent. 

    "Guide her out of here." Aurelia gathers the scattered golden shards from the surroundings and gestures for me to care for Hestia. She's staring at the crumbled artificial mountain at the center of the wreckage. There's no question in her mind that Skovrider is far from done, and I agree with her. 

    "I will not leave the battlefield when you are still fighting." The fallen Fata declares in Aurelia's general direction, unable to pinpoint where she stands. 

    "What can you do like that?" The Golden Queen's tone seems harsh, but I can feel genuine concern for Hestia's safety in it. As a being most reliant on sight, she couldn't even escape from between these heaps of rubble now that her mechanical wings are broken. 

    "I-" Before she can argue, the mountain explodes from the inside, and Skovrider emerges at the center of the blast with an enraged roar. He's holding a broken Ame-no-Murakumo in his hand. It snapped where Korenga's fist met the black blade; the divine sword proved to be a stoppable force after all. Several black shards are embedded in his chest, and one large piece sticks out from his forehead like a devil's horn. 

    The green tattoo-like lines covering his body have turned red, and so has his hair. His eyes are glowing more intensely than ever, and his bronze skin appears to be steaming. Whereas he seemed overly relaxed before, he has now discarded all hints of his easygoing personality. He's angry at the loss of his weapon. 

    "I have given you courtesy enough." Although his voice sounds calm, there's nothing but rage in his posture. He lets out a thunderous roar that generates a visible shockwave and whips up the dust around him. Then, he slowly places the broken Ame-no-Murakumo atop a pile of rocks in reverence. Standing up straight and pumping up his synthetic muscles, he releases an explosion of steam from his entire body. "Now, I fight as the god machine, Proxima Omega!"

  


   
    Chapter 194 - Proxima Omega 

      

      

    The god machine walks toward us in slow but long strides. The steam coming off his body trails behind him in the breeze, giving him an eerie presence. It appears similar to when he used his full strength to swing the Ame-no-Murakumo. Without the extremely heavy sword holding him back, he should be able to unleash even more power and speed now. 

    "I will fight him. You leave with her." Aurelia steps forward and gestures at Hestia and me with an almost dismissive wave of her hand. She must sense that my mass has been diminished during our fight, so I won't be able to contribute much besides casting magic, which is wholly useless against this enemy. 

    Suddenly, Proxima Omega raises his hand and catches something out of the air with two fingers. It's a crossbow bolt with a small glass vial attached to it, looking tiny in his massive hand. That's doubtlessly Daica's, giving me proof that she not only survived the crash but must be relatively unharmed to be able to come out and seek battle like this. Then Kamii must be alright, too. 

    The Proxima stops and looks in the direction the bolt came from, but the dust cloud still covers most of the area. He narrows his eyes, then shrugs and continues toward us while tossing the bolt behind him, which explodes into a sticky substance on the rocks. Something tells me that he knows where the big dark elf is but deems her interference unworthy of his attention. 

    The fact that no other projectiles fly at him shows that Daica is aware of her lack of impact here. Even if she used Gilmirin's acid, it would be pointless since he can catch the bolts out of the air without giving the vials a chance to shatter. And having them thrown back at her, like in Erbilan, could end very badly depending on their contents. 

    Suddenly, Korenga bursts through the dust cloud surrounding the area and flies at Proxima Omega. He reacts quickly and catches her before she can tackle him, then slams her into the ground. Considering her fist withstood the cutting edge of the Ame-no-Murakumo, he's aware that her black skin must be similar to his black bones. Hitting something virtually indestructible is an exercise in folly. 

    Instead, he lifts up the Black God by her arm and swings her around to throw her far away. But before he can let go, she grabs onto his wrist, making it look like they're dancing instead when her feet touch down on the ground again. 

    Korenga roars and pulls Proxima Omega in for a headbutt, but he knees her in the stomach and slips out of her grasp. Their exchange leaves no damage on either of their bodies, but it's clear that the god machine will win. After all, the Black God will fall asleep at midnight. 

    That's where Aurelia comes in. She may no longer have Vanadia's Will, but maybe she could turn his body into gold. I'm sure she has already tried to do it from afar as with inanimate objects but be it a self-limitation or an inbuilt defense mechanism in the Proxima, she hasn't succeeded. All that's left is to try touching him directly. 

    The Golden Queen flies forward, surrounding herself with a storm of gold shards. As the god machine mercilessly beats Korenga into the ground, she unleashes a stream of sharp projectiles at him, knocking him off-balance ever so slightly. It gives the Black God an opening to break out of the rubble. 

    She roars and assaults Proxima Omega again while Aurelia circles around, looking for an opportunity to approach. I watch the two fight him with Hestia in my arm, considering what to do now. If she could use her curse again, she might be able to disintegrate him as she did with Apate and her host of Fatas. But her eyes appear to be sealed for the time being, and I don't want to rely on this ability when it takes such a toll on her. 

    The wreckage under my feet trembles, and I look around. It couldn't be that the crash is about to cause the gravity core to explode after all this time. But it seems to be approaching from a distance rather than happening right underneath us. 

    I raise a hand and summon a whirlwind to blow away the rest of the dust cloud surrounding the crash site. When I look in the direction the tremors are coming from, I see a mass of tree roots rolling across the landscape toward us. Riding atop the living and growing wave are Tokomaha, Dregana, and Rewera. It would seem that the battle in Rodens was settled after the sanctum departed, and they're coming to help us. 

    A heavy impact returns my attention to the fight before me. Aurelia has been sent barreling through the rubble with a punch, and Korenga is exchanging useless blows with the god machine. Considering his fist came in contact with the Golden Queen, it's safe to say that she can't transmute his matter into gold. 

    When even Aurelia and Korenga can't scratch him, I don't know how these reinforcements will be able to help. I did damage him with the pile bunker, but with my diminished mass, I can no longer make a dense enough stake. 

    "If you are running low, eat Dregana in her dragon form." Hestia suddenly says beside me, and I stare at the fallen Fata. Her eyes are still closed, but she seems to have not only seen through my thoughts but even noticed the dragonkin approaching. 

    "No, I won't do that." I flick her forehead, causing Hestia to squeal in surprise. I can't believe she would consider this option at all, regardless of the circumstances. If I have to sacrifice my comrades to survive, I'd rather die fighting to give them a chance to live. "I have something else to eat." 

    It's something I haven't done until now because I never felt the need to. Increasing my mass didn't feel important anymore once I learned that I could literally turn imagination into reality with the Reality Engine. But given the circumstances, I will need to fall back on this method. 

    With this thought, I take Hestia into a princess carry and fly to meet Tokomaha and the others halfway. The little goddess sees me approaching and slows down her wave to regard me with a bushy eyebrow raised. 

    "Is that Pakangaroa?" She looks past us and wonders. We told her about our encounter with the Proxima in the Death Moon, but seeing him in person is quite different from hearing about his existence. His appearance will always remind her of the Tuwheranui God of War. 

    "I'm going to eat your plants now." Ignoring her question, I land on the root in front of Tokomaha and put Hestia down on her feet. Dregana's usual glare turns ghastly when she sees the fallen Fata's state. She quickly takes Hestia's hands and checks her all over her like an overbearing mother. 

    "Eat my plants?" The God of Growth repeats in Imperian and glances at Rewera questioningly, whose expression doesn't betray her thoughts. She then tilts her head and continues in the Tuwheranui language. "Is that some kind of code for wanting to do it? I don't think now is the time for that." 

    "What? No! I need mass!" I don't have the time for her silly jokes right now. Behind me, Aurelia returns to battle, using her golden hair extensions like extra limbs while pincering Proxima Omega with Korenga. Unlike the Black God, I know that the Golden Queen can tire and get hurt. 

    "Alright. But I'll give you something better than roots." Seeing the situation, Tokomaha grows serious and waves her wooden spear. The plants grow over us and bloom into huge leaves and giant flowers. It's truly a sight to behold as I watch years of growth happen in mere moments. 

    Then, gigantic fruits form from the flowers, and one falls into my arms. It's a watermelon-sized berry, of which hundreds more sprout all across the plants Tokomaha has grown around us. I look at the little goddess in wonder but gather my wits and nod in gratitude. Without further ado, I begin the feast. 

    Korenga can barely keep up with the god machine's strength and speed. This is the first time she contends with an enemy who can overpower her through physical means alone. Even Mataku had a weakness to her black skin, but Proxima Omega barely flinches against her full-powered strikes. 

    A punch to his cheek causes his head to snap back, but he immediately returns the gesture and slams the Black God into the ground with his attack. The difference between their strength is evident, and Korenga understands that she won't win this. After all, she fights with a time limit, and even if it may be a while off, nothing will change until then. 

    Aurelia's golden shards scrape across Skovrider's skin and draw sparks. But that's the extent of the damage she can do to this enemy, even with her overwhelming personal fantasy. A power that could challenge even the Old Human domain is rendered trivial before this apex of Alexander's creations. 

    If only she still had Vanadia's Will. The only known material that can withstand the monomolecular whips is what Skovrider's black bones are made of. Perhaps the sword he wielded was the same, but it shattered against Korenga's curse. With it out of the way, she could rend his synthetic skin and flesh down to his skeleton. 

    Suddenly, a red figure flies in from above and slams into the Proxima. It's Rewera in her full Rangatira form, demonic wings spread and claws extended. Aurelia is reminded of Vanadia for a moment, even though her stature was quite different. The moment passes, and dark red flames surround the maid leader as she headbutts his chin from below with her horns. 

    "Ah, the prototype." Proxima Omega comments after barely budging from the impact while Rewera's horns are cracked. He withstood even attacks from Korenga; how could the maid leader hope to match him? And he shows it by returning the headbutt and knocking the Rangatira right on her back. "You may be the biological apex, but you're still only a living being." 

    Aurelia realizes that it was meant as a distraction. As Korenga uses the opening to charge back in, she glances in the direction Rewera came from and finds a forest of plants that appear to have grown within moments. A black shadow sweeps across the gigantic berries and consumes them at blinding speeds in passing. 

    Without giving anything else away, Aurelia throws herself back into the battle to keep the god machine occupied. When the Black God is knocked aside, she attempts to bind the Proxima with her golden hair. He grabs the strands heading for him with one hand and spins the Golden Queen around before throwing her into a pile of rubble. 

    That's when an explosive bolt hits him in the back and covers his vision in black smoke. With a swing of his arm, he conjures a gust of wind that blows apart the smokescreen, only for Rewera to come back in and tackle him in the side. 

    His poise allows him to withstand what would have knocked over even the most powerful Chosen Knights. The god machine grabs her by one of her horns and yanks her around, forcing her to expose her throat. Raising his other hand, he motions to chop off her head. 

    But when he brings it down, Korenga is back and catches his wrist with both her hands. Rewera breaks her own horn to escape Proxima Omega's iron grip, and he immediately changes gears by stabbing it into the Black God's eye. But even her naked eye is indestructible, causing the horn to shatter as it hits her cornea. 

    Still, Korenga staggers back from the surprise, allowing the Proxima to kick her in the guts and send her flying into the same pile of rubble Aurelia is digging herself out from. The Black God knocks into the Golden Queen, and they both crash back into the wreckage. 

    Proxima Omega turns to finish his work on Rewera, whose horn is slowly regrowing. She gestures with her hands and summons a pillar of stone underneath him to launch him into the air the same way she did with Fraglantia. However, the god machine puts his foot down and undoes the magic with physical strength alone. The maid leader is so baffled that she's slow to react, allowing him to grab her neck to crush it. 

    He raises a hand and catches a crossbow bolt before it hits his temple. Without even checking the vial, he shatters it against the maid leader's regrowing horn. But it was the smokescreen formula, covering his vision in white this time. His eye lenses shift into the infrared, allowing him to see the struggling Rewera in his grasp. Nobody else is nearby, showing that it was a desperate measure to distract him. 

    But to his apparent surprise, I come bursting through the smoke and throw a megaton punch to his face that sends him staggering backward and causes him to let go of Rewera. My mass is not only replenished but has increased compared to when we fought earlier. I would have wanted to eat even more, but the situation was getting desperate down here. 

    As the smoke is blown apart by the impact, I chase down the God Machine and grab his forehead to deliver a pile bunker straight into his eyes. But he rips off my arm and throws it aside before I can deploy it. He then digs his fingers into my chest and forces me back as I throw out a tentacle to reintegrate the lost limb. 

    When he reaches out with his other arm to rip off my head, golden hair wraps around his forearm and holds him back. Aurelia is anchoring herself to the ground after turning it into gold, looking like she's exerting herself even just to stop one of his arms. 

    I use my other arm to throw an uppercut at Proxima Omega, but he meets it with his forehead and cracks my dragon-armored fist. He lets go of my chest while shoving me back, then grabs the Golden Queen's hair to uproot her. Before it happens, she severs the strands of hair in his grasp, causing them both to snap apart from the sudden loss of tension. 

    This propels him toward me, and I meet him with a pile bunker to the chest. It hits his sternum and cracks against the black bones, but the force throws him back several meters. I note that the same impact shot him through the walls of the training room in the sanctum earlier. He must have been able to brace himself this time, even when off balance. 

    Roots grow from between the rubble under the god machine's feet and bind his legs. But he jumps up with such force that they're ripped apart, then hits the air behind him with his elbow to propel himself back down toward me, accompanied by a sonic boom. 

    Korenga knocks into him from the side, sending them both tumbling into the surrounding wreckage. But a moment later, the Black God is sent flying back out before Proxima Omega emerges with a glare. With a roar, he blasts away the debris and charges toward me. 

    A barrage of wooden spears glances off his skin, but he ignores the attack and continues his stampede. I prepare a pile bunker in my right fist and ready myself to meet him with a cross counter. I'll aim for his neck this time and try to hit the gap between his vertebrae. Even if I can't completely sever his head, the damage should take some time to repair. 

    When he's in range and pulls back his arm to punch me, I step forward and do the same. To my surprise, he bends down and changes into an upward swing that I'm too slow to react to. It splits me right up the center of my body, but I reconnect even before his arm has fully passed through me. In the same motion, I bring forward my right arm and blast the god machine in the throat with the pile bunker. 

    At least that was the plan, but he catches the spike with his palm despite its immense speed. He stops its forward momentum completely and forces it back inside the firing mechanism, causing my arm to explode at the elbow due to the pressure buildup. Not letting up, he grabs my head and twists it off with his other hand before kicking my body away. 

    Luckily, I reacted quickly enough and put my consciousness into my chest. As my severed head turns into a mindless base Crawling Chaos, he's distracted by the whipping tentacles for a moment. It allows me to repair the damage to my body and expel the heat from the failed pile bunker shot. 

    Korenga charges into the Proxima and tries to tackle him down. But he braces himself and is only pushed a step. He grabs the Black God by the back of her neck and forces her away. She roars in anger, but he sticks the Crawling Chaos into her mouth before slamming her into the ground face-first. 

    Stone pillars cast by Rewera rise all around Proxima Omega and attempt to pin him in place. He merely spreads his arms and shatters them before walking toward me again. It would seem that he has identified me as the one who can do the most damage to him among everybody else here and intends to take me out first. 

    A burst of flames washes over him, but he blows it apart with a swing of his arm. It came from Dregana, who stands a distance away in her dragon form with Hestia on her back. She knows she can't enter the fray; she witnessed Korenga snap a dragonkin's neck with a punch on the battlefield, and the god machine is even stronger than the Black God. 

    Not minding the short distraction, Proxima Omega continues toward me while waving his arm and generating a strong gust of wind that blows Aurelia's golden shards away. Tokomaha's roots bind his ankles, but he casually rips them apart while walking without even being slowed. 

    Truly, he is as Exia described: This Proxima is the closest being to a true god, even in a world with the Reality Engine. Alexander outdid himself in building this god machine, and I have to give him credit for doing it the old-fashioned way rather than creating something using imagination alone. 

    I prepare to clash with him once more. As long as he doesn't have a way to reduce my mass significantly, I can keep fighting him. And just in case, Tokomaha could always feed me her plants in the middle of battle by making them sprout everywhere. 

    "Chloe, catch!" Daica's voice suddenly echoes across the area, and I look around with multiple eyes. It allows me to spot and catch the crossbow bolt flying my way. It's tipped with an acid vial, and the big dark elf intends for me to use it on the Proxima. Now is the time to test if Gilmirin's acid truly works on every known material in this world. If it can eat through the black bones, we'll be able to defeat him once and for all. 

    But it's easier said than done since Proxima Omega is not the type to sit still and wait for me to hit him. The fact that he stopped in his stride and eyes the vial tells me he's wary of it despite his overwhelming might. I can't help but feel respect for him. Even though he's this powerful, he doesn't let arrogance cloud his judgment. 

    I keep the bolt in a separate tentacle and hover it over my shoulder. I should be immune to the acid, but it does give me an uneasy feeling having something that can eat through any worldly material so close to me. The big dark elf is only fine handling it because her bodysuit is made of Gilmirin's shed skin, which is immune to her own secretions. 

    Suddenly, Proxima Omega flies forward faster than I thought possible and reaches out to grab the crossbow bolt in my tentacle. But I can react quickly enough and move it away from him before bringing up my fist with a pile bunker inside it for an uppercut at his solar plexus. 

    To my surprise, his other hand grabs my wrist and deflects the stake as it emerges. It pierces my head from below and blows it apart with such force that I lose my sense of self for a moment. By the time I gather my scattered mind, the Proxima has already taken the vial from my tentacle. 

    I sense contemplation in his gaze when he holds up the bolt between two fingers. He reacts when Korenga charges at him and grabs her face with his other palm before delivering a knee to her chin from below that has her performing a backflip. Then he spins around and throws the bolt at Aurelia as she approaches with her hair undulating like a mass of tentacles behind her. 

    The Golden Queen doesn't even have time to react to the projectile thrown faster than a bullet. She only notices that something hit her when it shatters against her armor, and the acid splatters all across her segmented breastplate 

    "Take it off!" Daica suddenly appears from her hiding spot in the wreckage and screams. But to her surprise, Aurelia's armor doesn't melt. The big dark elf specifically tested Gilmirin's acid on the noble metals, and gold did indeed break down. So how is it that the Golden Queen is unharmed? 

    "Gold does not corrode." Aurelia declares with a self-confident glare. It would appear that her imagination is more powerful than the laws of physics and chemistry. That inadvertently brings a smile to my face; I can see why the Old Humans understood they would be unable to kill her and had to hold the world hostage. 

    "And here I was wondering what kind of secret weapon you were trying to use against me." Proxima Omega remarks in an almost disappointed tone. It's as if he relishes a good challenge, and perhaps that's exactly what Alexander programmed into him so that he can continue to evolve and upgrade himself. "Now, anything else?" 

    He spreads his arms in a challenging gesture, and Korenga rises up to it. She charges in as usual and attempts to tackle him down, and as usual, he will knock her aside again. But when he turns and swings his elbow at her temple, she ducks under it and comes up below his armpit. Before he can react to the sudden changeup, she puts him in a standing triangle arm chokehold. 

    I never thought I would see the day when the Black God would use grappling moves. Given her overwhelming strength and durability, she never needed to learn martial arts. And when she's on a rampage, none of those techniques should stay in her mind. But it would appear that she has enough self-control to use some simple but effective moves now. 

    The Proxima punches Korenga in the ribs with his free arm, but his position makes it impossible to generate much force. And since the Black God is indestructible, she doesn't even flinch and continues to hold on. I take the opportunity and go in. When he sees me approaching, he tries to swing Korenga around and put her between us. But Aurelia's golden hair binds his free arm and locks him in place, allowing me to reach him with my strongest pile bunker yet. 

    It's not desperation or fear that I see in the god machine, but I can tell he doesn't want to be hit by my attack if he can avoid it. He pulls on Aurelia's hair, but she has anchored herself to the ground even more strongly than last time. And Korenga's chokehold may not affect a machine's circulation, but it keeps him in check. 

    But when I throw my arm forward to deploy the pile bunker, he lets out a roar and throws off the Black God. Aurelia pulls on his arm to take him off balance, but he plants his feet and yanks her off her golden ground. My stake shoots out, but he meets it with his right elbow. 

    The impact generates a shockwave, and the thin synthetic skin covering his elbow is blown away, but the black bone underneath doesn't budge and stops the stake. Once again, the pile bunker explodes internally because the pressure has nowhere to escape. 

    This time, it blows up in my face due to my extended arm, and half of my upper body is blasted apart. As I mend the damage quickly, I find Proxima Omega staggering back with his right arm hanging down limply. It would seem that I at least managed to dislocate his shoulder due to the angle of impact. 

    That's when I notice a barefoot Kamii on the ground a short distance behind the Proxima, covered in scrapes and bruises from being blown away by our clash. She silently gets back up to her feet and runs toward him, her amethyst eyes utterly focused on his back. The god machine doesn't seem aware of her presence and uses his left hand to pop in his dislocated right shoulder. 

    Suddenly, he notices something in my eyes and turns his head to look over his shoulder. He has data on all his enemies, including the smaller of the two dark elves, detailing that her corrupted right arm holds a hidden power. Judging that everything we did was so that she could get closer unnoticed, he lets go of his dangling right arm and turns on the spot while swinging his fist at her in a back-handed strike. 

    But it seems that Kamii predicted the direction of his attack and twisted her upper body to the side before he even began his swing. The air pressure from his fist rips her clothes and rends the skin on her left shoulder. If she had reacted rather than predicted, her upper torso would have gone flying. 

    In the same motion, she throws her crab pincer in an uppercut toward Proxima Omega's stomach. Her speed is laughably slow compared to his, but he overreacted and doesn't have enough time to bring his arm back or raise a knee to block it. 

    A titanic impact shakes the air when her strike connects with his stomach. For a fraction of a moment, nothing seems to happen. But then, the god machine's synthetic skin, abdominal muscles, and embedded devices simulating organs are scrambled. His back erupts in a cone-shaped explosion of his internals, and a shockwave rips through the general area behind him. It travels toward the horizon, carving a groove into the landscape before the distant clouds are parted. 

    Proxima Omega remains standing, but a massive hole has been blown into his midsection. His black spine and ribs are exposed, showing that they withstood even an impact that could have shattered the continent if it had connected directly with the ground. Yet he is still and unmoving, like a stopped piece of construction machinery. 

    "Kamii, right?" He asks in a calm voice as he looks down at her. He was right in trying to kill her before she could hit him with her cursed arm, but he underestimated everything else about her. Instead of using overwhelming might to crush her or trying to dodge the attack, he used the simplest swing against an otherwise normal dark elf. She perfectly predicted and avoided it just right to deliver her strike. 

    "Yes." Kamii looks up at the towering Proxima and replies in a neutral tone. 

    "I underestimated you." He smiles to himself wryly. Then he looks around at everybody's faces. "But I guess none of your friends did." 

    Since I don't have a face right now, he can't tell that I'm utterly baffled by Kamii's power. I have no idea how she could stack her combo counter high enough without anybody noticing the massive destruction she wrought in the process. 

    Everybody seeing her regular abilities compared to everybody else involved in this battle would consider her presence inconsequential. Even though Alexander left a special note on her after their encounter in the Death Moon, Proxima Omega didn't take it to heart enough. Then again, if not for everything coming together before then, she would have never landed a hit on him. 

    "Oh, well." With a sigh, the God Machine looks down at his missing midsection. It would seem that his body can't repair this level of damage. "I have achieved my primary objective." 

    "And what was that?" Kamii asks with a suspicious glare into his white eyes. 

    "To take up your time. Killing you was only secondary." He looks like he wants to shrug, but he's missing some of the muscles to do so and merely shakes a little. 

    "We knew about that." I turn into my human appearance and approach the Proxima. Something tells me he has the right to know that his master and creator will fail. "Whatever came to Arkaim should be dealt with by now." 

    "I doubt it. But it doesn't matter anymore." Finally, the god machine raises a hand, and I jump between him and Kamii. Instead of trying to grab either of us, he reaches into his chest from below and rummages around inside. "This is the end for all of us." 

    Then he pulls out a large metal sphere with glowing cables still connected to his internal workings. It gives me an ominous feeling, not least of all because of the universally-recognizable warning symbol printed on it: A black exclamation mark on a yellow triangle. That should be his artificial heart, doubtlessly a high-powered reactor of some- 

    He wants to blow himself up! 

    "Flann!" I scream while extending my hand toward Proxima Omega and touching his arm with my fingertip. 

    The next instant, my vision warps in a vortex and returns to normal again. Our surroundings have shifted into a bleak gray and pockmarked landscape; we're on the surface of the Moon. Flann floats next to me with a hand on my shoulder. 

    "So, you had this up your sleeve." Proxima Omega's voice echoes in my head. He sounds wry; it's the tone of somebody who understands that his last-ditch effort was useless. 

    Light fills my vision before everything distorts into a vortex. Then, I'm back in the middle of the wreckage in front of Kamii. I instinctively turn my head toward the east, where the Moon is visible just over the horizon. I remain unblinking to witness the dying star that Skovrider turns into as a corona grows from behind the Moon like the Sun during an eclipse. 

    The light quickly spreads into space and fades away. But for a moment, he was brighter than the Sun itself.

  


   
    Chapter 195 - Wit's End 

      

      

    Alexander notices a blinking alarm on his leftmost screen and turns to it. It monitors the status of Proxima Omega, showing minute details about his activity. The warning indicates he has sustained catastrophic damage to his midsection, and self-repair is impossible. Sixty-Eight has decided to self-destruct to take his enemies with him. 

    For a moment, the blond boy stares at the message blankly, unable to comprehend the situation. The possibility that the god machine could be defeated never even entered his calculations. A perfect living weapon using the dark matter bone frame, self-repairing golden nanomachines, and an antimatter reactor with an operation time on a cosmic scale. Not even Nemesis should have been able to destroy him. 

    Then, Alexander's mind races as he calculates the power of Sixty-Eight's reactor output. The self-destruct sequence has the reactor collect the antimatter inside its casing until the magnetic field can no longer contain it. When it touches the walls, the explosion will occur and use up all the accrued antimatter. 

    Before he can reach the solution, the connection to Proxima Omega is completely cut off. He must have exploded ahead of total enrichment, but it should have shown on his instruments if that were the case. The screen monitoring the direction he should be in doesn't display a flare of light either. 

    Instead, Alexander notices an expanding burst of light from the Moon near the eastern horizon. Somehow, he must have been teleported there before he could explode. Not even the Reality Engine can break the laws of physics and facilitate instant transportation, so he has no idea how that could have happened. But the truth lies before his eyes as one of his instruments on the Moon's surface picks up the gamma radiation burst. 

    He begins to type away on his console with both hands performing different tasks simultaneously. His immediate concern is the progress the laser drill made into the Arkheim vault. Still, he wants to know how much the antimatter explosion on the Moon will affect its orbital velocity. 

    Arkaim is completely under his control, but the castle continues to fend off the lesser Rangatira models. For Alexander's purposes, he doesn't need to care about them as long as they don't try to interfere with the drill or the Mu City Ship. Ultimately, the diversion in Rodens was a success, although he never thought Proxima Omega would lose. 

    It matters little to him since he can always create a new one. As any self-respecting scientist, Alexander maintains proper documentation for everything. Sixty-Eight's remote monitoring recorded the minute details leading up to his defeat, so he will make the next iteration resistant to it. While he may not be able to make heads or tails of the situation yet, he will figure it out soon. 

    "The so-called god machine lost. And it wasn't even fighting against Nemesis." A woman's voice taunts Alexander through the speakers. 

    "Unlike you, I don't break after a loss or two. Those merely provide opportunities for improvement." The blond boy responds in a cold tone. 

    "Is that so? But I have never lost before." In a dismissive tone, the voice ignores his words of wisdom. She then speaks in a lower, more sinister tone he's very familiar with. "I have warned you of the odds of your success. Good luck down there." 

    Without awaiting his answer, she shuts off communications from her side. Alexander shakes his head and sighs, then returns to his own work. His calculations on one side show that the drill should be about to breach the Arkheim vault roof, while the other displays a graph for the Moon's new orbit. The explosion slowed the orbital velocity by a noticeable fraction, and at this rate, it will pass the Roche limit in about two million years. He has plenty of time to deal with it after this. 

    The boy notes with grim satisfaction that his antimatter reactor research could easily be repurposed into a weapon of planetary-scale destruction should humanity ever encounter a technologically advanced alien race with hostile intentions. The Proxima line may have been conceived as the final and necessary step of human evolution before heading out into an unknown universe, but its development has brought many useful discoveries in other fields. 

    In a way, he's glad that Sixty-Eight was teleported to the Moon. If he had exploded on Earth, only two hundred kilometers away, even the Mu City Ship's shields might not have been able to withstand it. For future reference, he will have to ensure that the self-destruction yield is appropriate for the threat level. Anything beyond ten megatons is most likely overkill for any living being in the universe, barring perhaps Nemesis. 

    A notice pops up that shows the laser drill has penetrated the vault. Alexander's fingers fly over the console and activate the release mechanism for the troops in the transport ship. He has master access to all the vaults in the world, but he still has to go in and personally interact with the system to free Zeke from his detainment. But for obvious reasons, he won't do it alone. 

    Several doors on the ship open, and towering figures in black armor emerge one after another. They quickly form a perimeter with their heavy plasma rifles pointed at the surrounding windows and streets. They are mass-production models of Number Sixty-Six, programmed with the single-minded focus of protecting Alexander from all threats. In exchange for their sentience, they fulfill their role as his guards unflinchingly. 

    When Alexander gets the signal that the area is secured, he disembarks, flanked by two more Proxima that act as his personal bodyguards. He wears a simple short-sleeved white T-shirt, blue shorts, and an oversized wristwatch. On his back is a red backpack that looks like it's made from hard leather. If he weren't surrounded by his elite unit, one could mistake him for a grade school student. 

    Wordlessly, he points in the direction of the hole in the Arkheim vault at the end of the street, and his platoon moves out to secure the way with perfect silent coordination. Even if they're Proxima, the mass-production models lack the dark matter bone frames. Enriching enough dark matter to create an entire skeleton takes centuries, so he has to make do with lesser models now that Sixty-Eight's frame is on the Moon. 

    Alexander clicks his tongue at the thought that he will have to go there and somehow find it in a vast wasteland with its complete lack of an electromagnetic signature. But all that comes after freeing Zeke. 

      

    When the world around us snaps back to reality, Flann has brought us into the courtyard of Arkaim castle. Alexander should have no idea that we're back so quickly. And even if he does, there's nothing he can do now. 

    "Welcome home. Do you want dinner, a bath..." Senka's voice echoes in my mind, and I feel relieved that she can still crack jokes in this situation. It must mean that things are still under control. "... or a war on your doorsteps, again?" 

    "As always, you know how to make my heart beat faster." With this sarcastic telepathic response, I glance up at the looming sanctum that darkens the entirety of Arkaim with its sheer size. The snowflake-shaped ship is even larger than the Death Moon, although not as massive as the spherical battle station. "What's the situation?" 

    "Since you're in the castle, you can tell that the walls are about to fall." The doll girl explains, and I get the feeling that she's telling me to use my eyes. Indeed, there's already fighting on the walkways, with the demon defenders clearly being pushed back by the lesser Vanadia clones. I silently gesture for my comrades to head out and fight back the onslaught of enemies. 

    "What about Alexander?" I ask while watching Dregana bring Hestia inside the castle. As long as she's blinded, she won't be able to contribute and will have to hide in the inner sanctum. 

    "He's in the Prichet district and heading for the hole he opened in the vault." Senka replies, causing me to click my tongue. She should have led with that. But when she continues, I understand why she seems so relaxed. "They're about to engage and capture him." 

    "Tell them that I'll be there in a moment." I say while watching my comrades join the fray. Only Aurelia stays back and observes me, doubtlessly guessing that I'm speaking to Senka in my mind. She wordlessly implies that she wants to be there when we confront Alexander. 

    "They have already engaged in combat." The doll girl explains. "You better hurry." 

    "Come with me." I don't answer and turn to the Golden Queen instead. She merely nods, and we take off together, clearing the castle walls instantly and heading for the Prichet district a short distance away. 

      

    "This is as far as you go." Exia descends on the street between Alexander and his destination in her giant form and declares. 

    "You." The blond boy glares at the giant little girl sitting on her cloud. He grasped the general gist of how Zeke was defeated and captured, but now he knows the full truth. Exia and Sidonia were instrumental in taking them down. "You would betray your own kind for these lesser beings?" 

    "You say the same things as Zeke." The Guardian of the Soil states in a displeased tone. Then she points at Alexander with an unwavering gaze. "Surrender now, and we will put you in the cell with Zeke. At least you won't be lonely then." 

    "I think not." The Mage of the Beginning responds and waves his hand. The unit of Proxima unleashes their weapons on the cloud girl, who doesn't even react when her form is pierced through by a barrage of plasma shots. She's like a literal cloud, mending itself after something passes through it. 

    "We both know how useless this is." Exia shakes her head and sighs. Then she raises a hand to bring it down on the Proxima closest to her. She knows what they are, but she doesn't fear the mass-production models, unlike the mainline version. The God Machine is only godlike because of its indestructible bones. If she can crush them the first time, they are useless against her. 

    But before Exia can grab the first Proxima, Alexander inputs something on his wristwatch and raises it demonstratively. The cloud girl instinctively shies back, but it's already too late, and part of her hand disintegrates into dust. She stares at her missing matter and blinks her eyes. 

    "What... have you done..." She glares at Alexander when she realizes what she just lost. He sneers at her, judging by her expression that he doesn't really need to answer. Even then, he takes the time to do so anyway. 

    "You rely on the Reality Engine more than anybody. I'm glad that it was you who came here." He says while showing off the device on his wrist. It must be a compact Imagination Inhibition Field generator like the one Kleihn is working on, but with an effective range of over thirty meters. Of course, the original inventor would be able to complete one so small with so much output and range long before the gremlin maid could. 

    "Do you have any idea what was lost?" Exia screams while pointing at Alexander with her other hand as she mends the damage to her form. "You have destroyed invaluable knowledge!" 

    "Some old movies and books, I assume. Nothing of value to me if I didn't need any of it in the last two thousand years." The blond boy shrugs, much to Exia's anger. 

    "You damn fool." She spits at him. It doesn't matter if the data in her body is useful for anybody's purposes; they are the cultural heritage of old humanity. There are no other copies, and they are now gone forever. 

    "Step aside, or I'll have to erase the rest of you." Alexander's backpack opens to reveal a gravity core that allows him to fly. He's implying that he can speed toward her and use the inhibition field on her entire body until only her human part remains. 

    Although the cloud girl wants to stand her ground, she can't risk losing any more data. And the Mage of the Beginning knows this as he continues to hover forward while his platoon advances at the same pace alongside him. Exia clicks her tongue, then retreats faster while shrinking to a regular human's size. 

    "You should always make at least two backups of your important data. Just a tip for the future." Alexander remarks with a sardonic grin. But a destructive urge awakens inside him, and he decides he doesn't want to give her a way out after all. 

    He suddenly shoots toward Exia, whose eyes widen in terror. That expression causes him to lick his lips in anticipation when she lies powerless on the ground, crying over all the erased data. But a flash of light stops him in his tracks, and his bodyguards jump in to cover him from a potential attack. 

    Rolan stands between Alexander and Exia, holding Roshanee with both hands. The Mage of the Beginning narrows his eyes in displeasure and glares at the fallen hero. He overcame the experimental pinpoint imagination inhibitor that the new human named Hreidunn carried and captured her without even hurting her. 

    But against Alexander, there will be no upsets. The device in his wristwatch has been extensively tested and works even against Exia. Rolan Helt is standing up against his Proxima guards as a mere human now. With a wave of his hand, he signals them to deal with him. 

    Alexander's guards unleash their plasma rifles at Rolan, who charges forth in a flash of light while dodging the barrage. But the moment he enters the inhibition field, he reappears from the blur he turned into. His expression shows that he already expected this, but he doesn't let this deter him and presses onward. 

    The Proxima have impeccable aim and predict his movements. But before they can turn him into a sizzling honeycomb, Gram leaps in from the side and blocks the barrage with a translucent energy barrier. Alexander recognizes it as a shield generator he devised for next-generation troop transports, seemingly fitted into a tower shield carried by a single man. 

    "You're too fast for us." The big man complains while catching his breath. When Rolan saw Exia in the distance, he rushed ahead and left behind the others. 

    "No Reality Engine, huh?" Halthor emerges from the alleyway and remarks as he strokes his beard with his mechanical gauntlet. 

    "We don't need it." Svanhild appears behind him, couching her lance demonstratively. 

    Alexander narrows his eyes at their weapons. He can't imagine that Exia has the technological expertise to design them from scratch. Even if she possesses all of old humanity's data, it's all only publicly available material. All advanced military tech of the time should have been lost, which is why he had to start from scratch. 

    Then he finally realizes the truth when he looks at the shield generator again. The Death Moon wasn't destroyed, and Exia unlocked the databanks to make these pieces of equipment based on existing designs. He had always assumed that those in the transportation room used the teleporter to escape before the battle station self-destructed. 

    The fact that he never considered this possibility has him sighing at his own naïveté. He should have checked the crater left behind by the Death Moon's explosion, but he was too sure of the infallibility of his creations. That came back to bite him with Sixty-Eight, too. 

    He watches the team of humans spring into action and charge at him behind the big man's shield bubble. The Proxima have judged that their rifles are useless and switch to close-quarter combat by drawing their short vibration swords. While their fists should be more than enough to do the job, they are programmed to use the most efficient method available. 

    As Gram's shield approaches them, the first squad of Proxima charges in from two sides. It's four against four, but since they're normal humans within the inhibition field, the mass-production models will make short work of them. 

    But before they pass the barrier, Halthor steps through it and unleashes his gauntlet. Lightning arcs from the protrusions on his knuckles and jumps through all four Proxima. They're immune to electricity, but their vibration swords aren't. The hilts housing the delicate engines are overloaded and explode in their hands, causing them to stop and recalculate the situation. 

    That small window allows Svanhild to charge forward with her lance. The other Proxima in the rear open fire on her when she emerges from behind Gram's shield. But the center of her weapon's three segments opens like an umbrella, generating a small barrier that deflects the incoming projectiles. 

    Alexander wonders what she intends to do with a lance when the synthetic skin of the Proxima can withstand even high-caliber armor-piercing cannon rounds without sustaining any damage. The third section of her lance that covers her arm flares open and reveals jet engines. Gliding across the pavement on her bladed greaves, she shoots past the guards and toward the Old Human himself. 

    One of the Proxima jumps in and blocks her path, but she activates a second stage on her lance's thrusters and practically flies at him like a rocket. When Alexander notices that the tip of the lance is black, it's already too late, and it stabs into the mass-production model's stomach and emerges from his back. 

    A translucent blue shield catches the spray of golden nanomachines from the Proxima's wound before it can splatter Alexander from head to toe. Exia must have used the tiny amount of dark matter remaining in the Death Moon's enrichment facility and shaped it into the lance tip for this traitor of a Chosen Knight. This makes the Dragon Knight the most dangerous enemy before him right now. 

    It would seem that Alexander's guards notice that fact as well, as they all spring into action at the same time to eliminate the threat. But Rolan, Gram, and Halthor charge into battle and use their presence to disrupt the concerted effort to stop Svanhild, whose lance transforms for the third time. 

    The frontmost drill-shaped section begins to spin and shreds through the Proxima it's embedded in before continuing onward and hitting Alexander's barrier. The dark matter tip breaks through his energy shield and heads straight for his chest. 

    Suddenly, his backpack opens automatically, and four robot arms snap forward to deflect the drill lance long before the Old Human has time to react himself. One of the arms shatters from the impact with the high-powered drill, but they succeed in turning aside the former Dragon Knight, causing her to veer off into one of the houses on the street. 

    Alexander blinks in terror, realizing how close he came to being killed while he was rendered completely powerless by his own IIF generator. He quickly touches his wristwatch to switch it off but realizes that it would allow Rolan to attack him faster than he could react. 

    Svanhild emerges from the rubble of the house wall she broke through on her rocket charge. She's staggering and barely able to stay on her feet from the concussion she must have received, but her determined glare shows that she will come at him again. When even the Proxima can't protect him from her lance, there's no point in limiting his own powers. 

    He uses the fingerprint recognition on the wristwatch and deactivates the inhibition field. The moment he does so, Rolan springs into action and slashes apart almost all of the mass-production model Proxima before Alexander can even react. Halthor generates a lightning strike that sends their pieces flying across the city so that they can't repair themselves. 

    Normally, the Old Human hates using his imagination to create things. His mother taught him that overreliance on the Reality Engine is what allowed Nemesis to bring down old humanity's entire civilization. But in this situation, faced with people who have achieved high-level personal fantasies, he will have to do it after all. 

    With a wave of his hand, he assembles countless guard robots by transmuting the cobblestone street's matter into what he needs. Only somebody with perfect technological knowledge like him could do this, and he feels proud of himself when the drones spring into action immediately. He's a living replicator, capable of mass-producing even the most complex machinery from his mind. 

    Rolan is overwhelmed by the sheer number of enemies that suddenly appear around him. Although he could easily cut them all down with Roshanee, there's barely any space to swing his weapon when they swarm him from all sides. 

    Several robots grab onto Halthor and try to keep him from using his gauntlet. He calls down lightning on himself and zaps them, but they don't even flinch from the discharge and pull him to the ground. 

    Gram shift-changes his shield and makes it so solid matter can't pass through it anymore. It allows him to stave off the wave of enemies coming at him, but it also locks him in place, unable to help his comrades. 

    Svanhild activates the jet engines and bursts through the robots coming for her. She aims straight for Alexander's back, who turns around and points in her direction. Two pillars rise from the ground and generate an energy web between them. The Dragon Knight's instincts tell her that passing through it equals death, and she stabs the lance into the ground to vault over it. 

    But a robot leaps up and tackles her before she reaches the apex of her jump and brings her back down. She disappears into the swarm of enemies, unable to utilize her mobility and piercing power. 

    Exia takes this opportunity to approach, but Alexander spots her and hovers his finger over his wristwatch. It deters the cloud girl from joining the battle, causing him to grin sardonically. Seeing the girl lauded for her supposedly endless imagination now rendered powerless before him does tickle his sense of superiority. 

    Suddenly, a rain of plasma comes down on the area and melts away countless robots. Even if they're advanced machines designed for war, they aren't Proxima and thus incapable of utilizing the Reality Engine to counter attacks from within the system. They're a far cry from even the numbered mass-production models. 

    Runa stands on a nearby rooftop and waves her staff to generate a shining sphere above her that discharges bursts of projectiles. Alexander remembers her as a Chosen Knight candidate due to her unique imagination of creating plasma in a society that doesn't even understand the principle behind electricity. Had she completed her training, she would have been named the Sun Knight, but now she's nothing more than a traitor. 

    With a simple gesture, he transmutes the ground and builds an umbrella shield generator that covers the entire area. The plasma rain harmlessly bounces off the barrier and dissipates into the air. But the damage is already done, and Rolan zooms through the robot army with Roshanee. As they fall apart in his wake, he heads straight for Alexander. 

    Before the Old Human can throw any barriers in the way of the streak of light coming toward him, his robot arms automatically move to protect him. Sparks fly as they deflect a flurry of invisible strikes from Rolan, whose whole body only appears as a blur to Alexander. 

    He reactivates the inhibition field when he realizes that the fallen hero is about to overwhelm the capabilities of his three robot arms. It causes him to snap back from his high-speed movement, allowing Alexander's automatic defense system to strike his breastplate and send him flying backward. 

    But suddenly, Gram appears in the gap left by Rolan and charges at Alexander with his shield. Two of the latter's robot arms catch the shield's rim before the third generates a plasma blade and stabs through it. It nicks the big man's flank and melts his armor, causing him to scream from the pain. 

    Still, he holds on and locks the arms in place, allowing Halthor to come in from the side and reach for the Old Human with his gauntlet. Alexander uses his robot arms to push the big man away while the plasma blade stabs toward the Thundering Knight's extended palm. 

    To Alexander's surprise, lightning pulses around the gauntlet and deflects the plasma blade with electromagnetism. He can't imagine the former Chosen Knight would even know the physics behind this phenomenon, and the artificial intelligence built into his backpack must have considered the same. Halthor crushes through the extended robot arm with his weight and momentum and plunges his gauntlet into one of the openings for the arms. 

    The shoulder straps snap open on their own and launch the backpack away from Alexander when the Thundering Knight unleashes an electric discharge into its inner workings. With his hand still caught inside, Halthor is dragged away by the miniature gravity core before it explodes, ripping apart his gauntlet and blasting the Chosen Knight across the street. 

    Alexander, disarmed and alone, desperately tries to deactivate the inhibition field once more. As he does so, his mind rushes to find a solution to this dire situation. But before he can finish either, a glowing blade cuts through his forearm and severs his wrist. 

    With an ear-splitting scream, Alexander falls backward onto his bottom and holds the bleeding stump of his left arm. The former leader raises his sword to deliver the finishing blow, but a sudden burst of air washing over the street stops him. Looking up, he finds a familiar figure floating down from above menacingly. She enters the area of the still active inhibition field, falls from the sky, and lands flat on her face. 

    It's Chaos. 

      

    I push myself off the ground and look down at my hands in surprise. Willing a flame to appear doesn't work, nor does imagining taking off from the ground. This must be the effect of an IIF generator. I raise a hand toward Aurelia as she follows me, and she stops in midair near Exia. 

    Looking ahead, I find a blond boy sitting on the ground, screaming and holding the bleeding stump of his wrist. It's Alexander, and Rolan stands over him with Roshanee raised to cut him down. My appearance stopped him from completing his strike, but he seems to gather his wits and readies to swing. 

    "Don't kill him yet." I stop Rolan in a firm tone. 

    "Why? He's responsible for all of this!" Rolan raises his voice in protest. I know he's referring to more than just this attack on Arkaim. Even if Zeke seemed like the leader of the bunch, Yuna created most scenarios, and Alexander's technology made them possible. They're equally guilty of all that is wretched in this world. 

    "I said yet." Giving the former leader a displeased look, I glance across everybody else. The armor on Gram's side is melted, and he appears to be in pain. Halthor is unconscious, and his right side is burned and covered in shrapnel. Svanhild is standing, leaning on her lance and still catching her breath. 

    There are countless mechanical bodies strewn across the street, most of which were cut apart by a sharp blade. Some look like Proxima, while others are simple robots. I can't imagine Rolan and his party beating any of the mainline Proxima, no matter how much they work together, so they must be lesser copies. 

    "The wristwatch is the inhibitor." Exia calls out to me and points at the ground near Alexander. His severed hand lies there with a wristwatch still attached. I have to give it to the Old Human; Kleihn and her clan tried for the past half year to make it more compact and increase its range beyond a meter but were largely unsuccessful. And here we find him with one that fits in a wristwatch with a range of a few dozen meters. 

    "Shut up, or I will do it for you." I point at the Old Human, still screaming from losing his hand. It must hurt, but that's nothing compared to the suffering he has caused, so I have not a shred of sympathy for him. 

    When Alexander hears my words, he stops and glares at me while applying pressure on his wrist to stop the bleeding. Judging by his sorry state, it doesn't seem like he has any hidden hand to play. That means he's nothing but a helpless little boy right now. 

    I walk over to the severed hand and pick it up. He stares at me as I pull the watch off the wrist, then screams when I swallow the entire hand as if it were a simple snack. The device appears to have an exceedingly simple interface, with a touchscreen in the center that shows a green virtual button. When I bring my finger to it, it doesn't react. 

    "Nobody... but me... can use that!" Alexander breathlessly yells in my direction with a triumphant laugh. 

    I give him a cold look, then use the genetic material gained from his hand to turn into him. He stares at me with bloodshot eyes, utterly baffled by my casual transformation. I touch the screen, causing a request for confirmation to pop up that asks me to move a virtual button across a star-shaped pattern. It must be a failsafe so that it wouldn't release the inhibition field on an accidental touch. 

    "What's the maximum range? And how long does the battery last on this?" I walk over to the blond boy and inquire in a level tone. His expression grows defiant even as the confusion of looking at himself remains. "Tell me or lose your other hand." 

    To demonstrate how serious my threat is, I turn my left hand into a giant pair of scissors. Snipping once in front of the boy's face, I drive home that the next time he hears this sound, it will have severed his remaining wrist. His eyes widen in realization, but then he laughs nervously. 

    "Do your worst. I'm not telling you anything." He declares and tries to act fearless. At least he understands that his end is coming soon, regardless of whether or not he answers my questions. This is his final act of resistance. 

    "Oh, well." I shrug and draw the star pattern on the screen to unlock the inhibition field. Alexander's eyes widen in surprise, then he laughs almost maniacally. 

    "You fool! You just gave me a way out!" He raises his right hand as if grasping something in the air. But when nothing happens, he blinks once before realizing that he was tricked. 

    "Is that so." I show him the screen, which still displays the star pattern. It's one of the oldest tricks in the book, and this self-proclaimed genius fell for it. "Do tell what your way out would have been." 

    Alexander grinds his teeth in impotent anger. Given that he was defeated by Rolan and his party alone despite having a huge number of advanced weapons at his disposal shows that he's possibly the weakest of the Old Humans in terms of imagination. He may be the authority on technology, but he can't turn intangible like Xing, let alone cause widespread destruction like Zeke. 

    "If you kill me now, my mother will scorch this planet with a solar storm." But instead of replying to my question, he attempts to threaten us. 

    "It would take about three days to reach Earth." Exia informs me while maintaining a healthy distance to the inhibition field. 

    "A threat like this is only useful if it's immediate." I feign an utter lack of concern and shrug. Alexander's eye twitches when he realizes that he's not getting out of this alive by trying to threaten me. 

    For a moment, he looks across everybody surrounding him. Then he glances past us at the Mu City Ship looming over Arkaim; safety is so close, yet so far. But these one thousand meters to the nearest airlock might as well be an unsurmountable distance. 

    "Then what about immediate scorched earth?" He asks in a rhetorical tone and slips his right hand into his pocket. One of my fingers turns into a spike that runs through his wrist, causing him to scream in pain. As I pull on it to get his hand back out of the pocket, he's still clasping a device looking like a mobile phone. It would seem he has achieved what he was gambling his remaining hand on as he shouts out a command. "Rain death!" 

    I look up at the massive ship above Arkaim and notice countless gigantic cannons emerge from hatches on its underside. They train their sights on the city and unleash a barrage of plasma fire that will burn everything to the ground. If it were within the Reality Engine's system, Exia could have undone them with a thought. But this is technology, and only a massive barrier can stop this. 

    Suddenly, the plasma shots' trajectories bend around an invisible point in space and scatter into the surrounding air without causing any damage to the city. When I see this, I smile and turn to Alexander with a confident expression. His eyes are round like saucers when he finds that the last-ditch effort that cost him the use of his right hand has been thwarted. 

    High in the sky floats a distinctly female figure in flowing dark red robes and long black hair. Her arms are extended in a cross shape, and she seems unaffected by gravity. As the plasma cannons continue to shoot to no avail, she turns around and reveals her face. It's Karina, the Witch of the End. Shortly after we defeated Zeke, we contacted her on the Moon and told her that she could return from exile. She is now here to assist us in this final war. 

    "No! Not her!" Alexander screams when he sees her. It would seem they have more history with each other than what I know from Aurelia. Their opposing titles could indicate their past rivalries; he is the Mage of the Beginning, and she is the Witch of the End. 

    With utter desperation on his face, he flails both his left arm stump and ruined right hand, spraying blood everywhere. I watch him, almost pitying the state this overconfident blond boy is now in. It seems to be a common theme for these Old Humans to lose any shred of dignity once they're at the mercy of what they always considered lesser beings. 

    But to my surprise, he touches his belt buckle in just the right way with his flailing, upon which the belt and his shoes open to reveal tiny thrusters. Before anybody can react, he takes off into the sky like a rocket. I can't even follow him because the inhibition field reduces all my modes of air transportation to Fata wings, which are quite slow on takeoff. I hastily motion to draw the unlock pattern to chase him, but he already leaves the inhibition field's influence. 

    An armored suit materializes and assembles out of thin air around Alexander. It resembles a Proxima, although it looks decidedly more machine than man. Aurelia flies over the inhibition field dome and throws a volley of golden weapons at the suit enclosing the Old Human completely, but they glance off the armor. 

    Activating the jet engines, the Mage of the Beginning heads for the Mu City Ship. Luna and I shoot plasma beams after him, but a bubble shield absorbs the energy and increases his speed instead. Exia chases after him while turning into her gigantic cloud form, but he's too fast for her to catch up to. 

    I can't believe Alexander is getting away after already being securely within our grasp! 

    Something suddenly rams the suit in midair, causing it to fly past me in a blur. In the next moment, a small impact occurs on the ground near where Alexander took off and creates a crater a few meters across. There's no question as to what happened. 

    I descend toward the crater and blow apart the dust with a wind spell. In the center of it stands Kerry, staring down at the shattered suit and the mangled body inside it. Tufts of blond hair are scattered around the splattered brains of the self-proclaimed genius inside the destroyed armor. 

    Blood drips from Kerry's pointed helmet and runs down their naked but featureless onyx body. I can't make out their expression, but when they look up at me, I feel sadness emanating from their glowing eyes. I quickly descend into the crater, remove their helmet, and hug them wordlessly. They snuggle into my chest and remain silent, but I can feel their small, sheer-indestructible body shivering in my embrace. We stay like this as the others approach the crater to look inside. 

    "Everything's alright." I pat Kerry's spiky crystal hair, not minding that it shreds my palm. "It's over now."

  


   
    Chapter 196 - When It Rains 

      

      

    As the little Old Human calms down in Exia's lap, I gather everybody for a quick debriefing while healing those in need. Halthor was hit the worst, so I prioritize him for the moment. As his burns fade away and his wounds are mended by light magic, Exia and Rolan report the situation in Arkaim leading up to this moment. 

    The Mu City Ship above stopped shooting at Karina's gravity vortex after Alexander's death. The red lightning strikes all across the city have ceased as well, ending the stream of devil reinforcements. It would seem that whoever - or whatever - is operating the ship has lost the will to fight. 

    "Shall I remove that ship?" Karina's ethereal voice plays in everybody's minds when she floats down from above. Rolan and the others look around in confusion and fear at somebody talking directly into their heads. 

    "This is Earth. You don't need to do that anymore." I look up at the Witch of the End and say with a wry smile. "And don't destroy it. Maybe we can find some use for it." 

    "I am still not used to being back on Earth. Forgive me." Closing her galaxy window eyes and lowering her head in apology, Karina explains herself. I still can't tell what she's thinking and whether to take her words at face value. 

    I finish up with Halthor and turn to Gram. Luna has already applied some water-based healing magic to him to ease his pain, but only light magic can fully mend missing flesh. With a wave of my hand, I do the rest and regrow the part of his flank burned away by Alexander's plasma blade. 

    "Alright, I'll return to the castle with you and clean up the last stragglers. Exia and Karina head up there and move the ship out of Arkaim airspace." I divide the teams and get ready to move out. 

    Suddenly, Svanhild's grip on her lance slips, and she falls over, but I quickly catch her. Looking at her face from up close, I find it's covered in a cold sweat. 

    "Hey, what's wrong?" I ask her, but then I notice the trickle of blood running down her flank from between her crimson armor plates. The armor's color made spotting the blood difficult until I actively looked for it. "Why didn't you tell me that you were wounded?" 

    "It's... nothing." She tries to stand on her own but staggers. 

    "You stubborn fool!" I shout, causing her to flinch. Her expression shows defiance, but she's too weak to even rebut anymore. When I lower her to the ground, she groans in pain and grits her teeth. 

    Without wasting time, I slip my fingers between the various segments of her armor and form scissors to cut the leather straps holding them together before removing the breastplate. But she suddenly moans from pain and grabs my wrist. 

    "Under... my ribs." She presses out from between her clenched teeth and breathes in sharply. I take a closer look but can't spot what she means. Then I move my head under to peer up between the plates to find a piece of red shrapnel stuck between the dragon scales. 

    "Alright. Bite down on this." I grow out a tentacle and give it the consistency of hard leather before hovering it in front of her face. While I can instantly heal her, there's no point in doing so if something is stuck in the wound that prevents it from closing. 

    "What... is this?" She asks while looking at my offered appendage with disgust. Instead of answering, I plunge it into her mouth to prevent her from biting off her tongue. At the same time, I pull off her breastplate with one quick movement, causing Svanhild to bite down hard on the mouthpiece I prepared in my foresight. Her muffled cry from the pain continues, but she's holding her shivering limbs steady. 

    "Brave girl." I mutter to her while ripping off the shirt underneath her armor to expose her flawless white skin - save for the profusely bleeding hole in her flank. Hovering my hand over the open wound, I use light magic to close it in seconds. Finally, Svanhild's expression softens, and her breathing relaxes. 

    Something compels me to caress her cheek with a warm look. I realize once again that she has turned into a beautiful young woman. Over the past half a year, she would avoid my gaze and show a conflicted expression in my presence. But relaxed from the healing, she has let down her guard. When she notices this, she sits up in surprise with her face flushed red and her mouth silently flapping open and closed. 

    "Here. Wear this." I pull out a simple white shirt from inside my body storage. Svanhild looks down at herself and realizes that her chest is bare in front of everybody. Quickly covering herself up with one arm, she yanks the shirt out of my hand. 

    "I shall remember this!" She yells while hastily getting dressed. That's the Drills I know and love. 

    "So shall I." As her head pops out through the shirt collar, I grin at her smugly. Then I stand back up and look at the people surrounding us, gawking at our interaction. "Enjoyed the show? Move out already!" 

      

    I watch from the air above the castle as the Mu City Ship moves away toward the north. The cleanup of devil corpses in the courtyard is proceeding well, and the healers take care of the wounded. As the soldiers move out to sweep the rest of the city, my comrades join them to ensure nothing unforeseen happens. But at this point, the battle is already over. 

    One part of me still can't believe that we defeated Alexander perfectly according to plan. We can't even say that he miscalculated by sending Sixty-Eight to Rodens since the Proxima nearly killed all of us. If not for Kamii's curse power, we wouldn't have been able to take him down. 

    Afterward, Proxima Omega would have headed to Arkaim instead of us and reinforced Alexander. Even with our knowledge of his movements and help from Exia and Karina, the Mage of the Beginning was so close to freeing Zeke from his prison. 

    "We got a problem here, senpai." Exia contacts me from inside the Mu City Ship. 

    "What is it?" I respond while taking off after the massive sanctum preemptively. "You're going to tell me that I should come and take a look at it, aren't you?" 

    "Yes, of course. But I can still give you the gist of it on your way here." The cloud girl argues, and I can tell she must be grinning. Considering she has consumed so much of old humanity's media, she's well aware of the cliché I was referring to with my sarcastic question. "There is good news and bad news." 

    "Let's start with the good news." I reverse the common trope of asking for the bad news first and then getting something even worse with the so-called good news. 

    "From this Mu City Ship, I remote-controlled the sanctums attacking the other cities across the Dominion and made them retreat. Their troops on the ground are now stranded and will be dealt with by the defenders." She reports in a joyful tone. That is indeed a great piece of news. I was thinking about making a tour of the Dominion and taking care of it myself, but perhaps it's not needed. "Now, for the bad news, starting with the smallest of our problems: The Moon is falling out of orbit." 

    "What?! That's a small problem?!" I immediately grow serious and speed up my flight toward the Mu City Ship. Then I continue in a more tentative tone. "Are you sure?" 

    "Well, it is, according to Alexander's calculations. The Proxima's explosion slowed the Moon's orbital velocity enough that it's moving back toward Earth." Exia explains in a casual tone belying the severity of the situation. 

    "How much time do we have?" I wonder as I approach one of the many hangars of the Mu City Ship and pass through the force field unhindered. 

    "Two million years, give or take a few decades." And the reason for her attitude is revealed thus. "Well, it will pass the Roche limit and break up into an asteroid belt rather than impact the Earth." 

    "That's not much of a problem for us yet. We can leave that to our future selves." I muse as I take an elevator that connects directly to the command center. I know the oceans' tides rely on the Moon, so we can't let it scatter into an asteroid belt. But at least it's not something we have to worry about right now. 

    "That's why I said it's the smallest of our problems, even though it is literally a moon-sized problem." Exia's voice sounds almost amused, but I can tell that there's a cynical undertone in it. 

    "So, what other bad news do you have?" I ask when I exit the elevator and find myself in the massive command center. It's full of drones sitting in their chairs motionlessly as if awaiting instructions. That explains why the ship stopped doing anything after Alexander died. 

    "The Venus Fleet has left its orbit and is heading to Earth with a massive armada as we speak." Exia replies from the commander's seat. Karina floats behind her and points at the hologram at the center of the giant room. It shows a three-dimensional map of the space surrounding Earth, with a cloud of blips approaching from outside the Moon's orbit. 

    "Great! We have a space invasion on our hands." I comment as I stare at the hologram. The sheer number of dots is incomparable to what we have faced thus far. 

    I can't even begin to imagine what to do against that. Earth is woefully underdeveloped, and now we got the technology of a spacefaring civilization bearing down on us with an armada of interplanetary vessels. How did my life take me from fighting strange wolf-like creatures in a fantasy forest to this? 

    Suddenly, the hologram shifts and displays a familiar person. A youthful feminine face rimmed by black hair smiles at us gleefully when its owner sees our expressions. It's Yuna, the Guide of Tomorrow, mocking us with her dark smile. 

    "I shall add to your bad news." She declares, seemingly having overheard our entire conversation. That causes Exia to disconnect her cloud from the Mu City Ship immediately. 

    "How are you alive?" I demand to know, causing Yuna to shift her green eyes to me. 

    "Well, alive isn't the right word. I'm a digitalized soul within the Akashic Records." She responds with such glee that I expect her to break out into laughter at any moment. But I don't understand what that means and glance at Exia for help. 

    "She uploaded her mind into the most powerful computer known to old humanity." The cloud girl responds while her fingers fly over the console before her. "The Akashic Records is the massive artificial intelligence cluster on the Rhodos station. Its computational power is so great that it can perfectly predict where every single snowflake in a blizzard will land." 

    "So that's how you were creating your prophecies." I look up at Yuna, who patiently waits for us to finish. Finally, I understand what she meant when she asked how I broke all her predictions. If that computer can calculate the future to such an accurate degree, then it's no wonder she was so dismayed that we strayed from the predicted path. 

    "Those were merely scenarios for my lesser flesh-and-blood self to indulge in. I have no need for predictions when I can shape the future itself." Yuna speaks in an elated tone, and I realize that she may have willfully led the one we killed in the Death Moon to her death. 

    "Do you have any proof that you're Yuna, though? Or are you merely a simulation?" Exia asks the hologram in a triumphant tone. 

    "I don't need to prove anything to you. I'm Yuna, as was my human self until you killed her. We diverged the moment I was made, but up to that point, we were one and the same person." The Guide of Tomorrow declares confidently, not at all shaken by Exia's attempt to question the legitimacy of her existence. It reminds me of the identity situation between Asoko and me. 

    "Then you are already gone." The cloud girl clicks her tongue at the response. 

    "What's wrong?" I realize that Exia wasn't trying to rile this digital Yuna up but genuinely testing her. 

    "If there were no dangers involved in uploading our consciousnesses into the Akashic Records, don't you think we would have done so back then to survive Nemesis?" Exia says while keeping her eyes on the Yuna copy, whose smile grows broader still. "If the mental imprint is assimilated into the artificial intelligence, we'd face an unbound machine with access to the Reality Engine." 

    I can understand that explanation. The Proxima were machines that could use the Reality Engine but were limited by their programming. Even Proxima Omega, the god machine with the ability to evolve itself, was still enslaved to Alexander's will. After all, if he wasn't, he could have killed his master and been free of all shackles. And then, there's no telling what he would have done with his powers. 

    "Don't worry. You won't face a mindless machine." Yuna tilts her head cutely and asserts in a casual tone. But her eyes aren't smiling when her mouth splits into a spiteful grin reminiscent of a Crawling Chaos's abyssal expression. "After all, the Akashic Records are a part of me already." 

    We stare at her in silence, unsure what to make of that statement. It seems to me that she has already lost herself to the Akashic Records, but there are no doubts that this is still Yuna's malice. If the artificial intelligence was corrupted by her instead, I fear what she could unleash on this planet. 

    "In either case, I did say I'm here to add to your bad news. But my existence isn't the only one." Akashic-Yuna continues in a sweet voice that drips poisoned honey. Then she seems to notice something, and her tone shifts to one of slight disappointment. "It would seem she wants to do it personally after all. Then I will not be the Stormcrow this time." 

    Akashic-Yuna's face disappears and is replaced by another familiar one, tense with cold rage. 

    "Elaine." Karina greets the God of the Sun in a calm tone, but I can tell by the fact that she opened her galaxy window eyes that she's nervous. 

    "You killed my son." Elaine accuses us without any preface. The fact that she doesn't scream at us shows that she already had time to process the situation. Her thoughts have moved beyond the initial emotional response, and she must have already formulated concrete steps toward taking revenge on us. 

    "He came to kill us. We did what we had to do." I declare, standing my ground under the giant hologram's glare. 

    "You have betrayed your own people." Elaine ignores me and turns her gaze to Exia and Karina. They both shrink under it, and I realize they genuinely fear the God of the Sun. 

    "What do you want from us?" I raise my voice and draw her attention back to me. "Do you expect us to apologize?" 

    "No. I expect you to die." She raises her voice and booms through the command center. Even now, she has her emotions under control, as she immediately returns to a cold demeanor. "You have five days to live. Take your time to say your final farewells to your loved ones. Be grateful because you have denied me that chance." 

    With these ominous words, Elaine's face disappears and is replaced with Akashic-Yuna's again. Her sardonic smile is even broader than before, to the point I have to wonder if she's adjusting her digital model just to achieve this effect. 

    "It would seem she left me to inform you of the details of your demise." The Guide of Tomorrow says in a joyous tone as if being allowed to announce the beginning of a party. "So, Elaine has decided to enact some poetic justice. In five days, the Moon will hit Earth and erase all life on it. Don't even think about fleeing the planet; you'll be met with the full force of my Venus Fleet." 

    I exchange a confused look with Exia and Karina, but they both seem to believe what Akashic-Yuna is saying. Considering it's Elaine, God of the Sun and mother of Alexander and Kerry, I can see her being able to do something like that, though. But it's a huge leap from all the powers we've faced until now. 

    "I will make sure to observe you until your final pitiful moments and record them for posterity. Happy despairing!" Akashic-Yuna says in a sweet tone and cuts the connection, leaving us to our thoughts. 

    "Can you confirm the situation?" I immediately turn to Exia and Karina. 

    "Elaine has stopped the Moon's orbital velocity completely. It's already accelerating toward Earth and will collide with it in one hundred and nineteen hours." The cloud girl explains by pulling up a graphic. 

    "She can just do that?" I wonder with a tilt of my head when I watch the projected path of the Moon falling toward Earth on the screen. It's going to hit the north of the Dominion. 

    "You have no idea. I always thought she was apathetic about everything happening outside her Rhodos station. But losing Alexander truly enraged her." The cloud girl replies and ruffles her hair in frustration. "Remember how I said Sixty-Eight is the most powerful being in the Solar system if not for the Reality Engine? With it, Elaine is the single most powerful being." 

    "Even compared to Nemesis?" I raise an eyebrow at that claim. 

    "That is hard to say. She has a very limited imagination, but her singular focus is on astrophysics. If they fought, the Solar system might be destroyed before either of them are." Karina explains in Exia's stead. The Witch of the End appears quite calm despite the dire circumstances, but that may just be a sign of resignation. 

    "So, what can we do?" Hearing the despair-inducing talk about Elaine's overwhelming personal fantasy, I can't help but feel my heart sink. 

    "Nothing. We're talking about things on a planetary scale here. Our imagination won't be able to solve that." Exia shakes her head and leans back in the commander's chair. 

    "Well, we have a few days to come up with something." With a wry smile, I sit down on one of the consoles and wonder. 

    "I'll tell you now that you will already feel the effects of the Moon's gravity by the end of tomorrow. On the third day, there will be huge tides, earthquakes, and other minor inconveniences to life on Earth as a whole." Exia's expression and words don't reflect the severity of her statement, but she's obviously being incredibly cynical. 

    I'm sure I could survive this apocalypse, and so could several other people close to me. Furthermore, we could save many more lives by evacuating them into the vaults of old humanity. But that's not good enough; I want to continue living on Earth, not in a vault below a hellscape devoid of life. And if Elaine found out that we survived, she might toss the Earth into the Sun next time. 

    "Alright, park this ship next to the Death Moon and return to Arkaim through the transportation network. I'll head back and prepare a crisis meeting with everybody." I take a deep breath and make a decision. 

    It's just one thing after another, isn't it? 

      

    Back in Arkaim castle, I convene with my comrades in the largest meeting room. I also invited Rolan and his party, in deference to their role in taking down Alexander but also out of desperation for ideas. I don't think they have enough knowledge to even begin comprehending planetary scales, let alone come up with a solution. 

    But first, I hear Rewera's report on the casualties and damages sustained in this attack. The Moonfall will be left as the last topic since it will occupy us for our remaining time on this planet unless we find a solution. 

    Many soldiers died defending the cities attacked by the sanctums, but it was nothing compared to the enemies killed or captured. Arkaim was hit the worst since we had to wait for Alexander to appear. But to my surprise and relief, there were no civilian deaths in the capital despite everything. Our evacuation plans truly saved the day. 

    Rolan reports they captured Leif and Hreidunn, their former adventuring comrades, alive. I only met them twice, and the second time was in the Forerunners Chamber after my mother was killed. In that regard, I don't feel much about their existence since I know they could have never hurt her. 

    They will be escorted to Pontis Daemonis, where Sigurd and Sidonia will take care of them. It may take some time to undo Alexander and Yuna's brainwashing and indoctrination. Still, removing their influence on the people of this age serves as a satisfying slap in their faces even after their deaths. 

    Sometime toward the end of the damage report and acknowledgment of the situation in Rodens, Exia and Karina return from the Mu City Ship and joins us. They take their seats in silence and look around to realize that we haven't started talking about the Moonfall yet. 

    When Rewera finishes the reports, I look across the gathered. They seem to anticipate something, so I broach the topic without mentioning that Yuna has come back to haunt us in the form of an artificial intelligence. Dealing with this one thing is more than enough. But still, all I get is shocked silence. 

    "You're referring to that one up there, right?" Gram speaks up first and points up at the ceiling to suggest the Moon in the sky rather than the Death Moon in Rikshakti. It's his way of trying to lighten the mood, but I can tell he's using it to hide his feeling of impotence. 

    "To give you some dimensions, I have prepared something." Exia speaks up, drawing everybody's attention to her. She slides a circular device to the center of the meeting table and fiddles with something that resembles a smartphone. At the same time, Karina raises a finger and dims the light crystals in the chandelier. I never knew one could do that. 

    A hologram emerges from the disc-shaped projector on the table. It displays an average human next to one of Alexander's troop carriers. I have a feeling I know where this is going as it zooms out to show the carrier's size in comparison to the gigantic Death Moon. Next to it appears the snowflake-shaped Mu City Ship, which is about twice as wide but much flatter. At that point, the human used for scale is no longer visible, and the troop carrier is merely a dot. 

    Then, it zooms out a lot more and shows an unfamiliar construct. It's comprised of a cylindrical front section more than ten times the Mu City Ship's diameter in both height and thirty times its length, a cube a few times larger than the cylinder, and an umbrella-shaped structure that overshadows even that. 

    "This is the Rhodos station." Exia explains, knowing that nobody here can tell what that is. I blink my eyes in surprise at the revelation that the space station I've heard of so many times is, in fact, far larger than I imagined it to be. 

    But the cloud girl isn't done yet, as the hologram zooms out once more to reveal the Moon, which dwarves the already immense Rhodos station. At this point, the Mu City Ship is the speck the troop carrier was in comparison to it. That certainly puts things into perspective even for me, although I learned about them in school. 

    "That may be unnecessarily despair-inducing." Senka comments with her eyebrows furrowed. Knowing her, she understood the implications of the Moonfall without needing a size chart. "In either case, you say Elaine did this?" 

    "Yes. She is the most well-versed in astrophysics among us. After all, she has been doing science since before she built the Reality Engine." Karina explains, dropping a huge bomb with her calm delivery. 

    "Elaine built the Reality Engine?" I stare at Karina, then turn to Exia. The cloud girl nods once to show that this is the truth. "And you didn't think this would be important to know?" 

    "Why? It's not like that changes anything." She responds with an eyebrow raised. Her blunt answer causes me to pause for a moment when I realize that it is indeed only interesting trivia rather than vital information. "Of course, it wasn't her alone. In either case, she's one of a few people who didn't go into stasis after Nemesis brought about the apocalypse. Another is Kerry." 

    She adds this revelation with a glance at the little Old Human clinging to Korenga. Although they're wearing their helmet, I can sense their discomfort. They killed their brother only a few hours ago, and now the entire planet is threatened by their mother. 

    "Who else didn't?" I narrow my eyes and ask Exia. Anybody who could survive Nemesis's reign over the planet must be incredibly powerful. 

    "You met another one." Exia looks into my eyes, and I furrow my brow. "The one you call Al-Majnun. His real name is Khayrat Zaydan." 

    "Why does that not surprise me." Considering his truly outlandish imagination, I can see how he survived on Earth even while Nemesis roamed it. "You think we could get him to help us?" 

    "No, he's a selfish asshole. If the Earth becomes uninhabitable, he will phase out of existence with his sanctum city and return once things have settled down - however many million years it may take this time." The cloud girl's expression shows her annoyance with the Perverter of Order. "We might as well try asking Elaine for forgiveness." 

    I guess he's the type that doesn't care about the rest of the world as long as his domain is safe. And he has the power to protect it from anything, meaning he never has to interact with the outside unless he wants to. He's basically a shut-in with the means to maintain his reclusive lifestyle against all outside interference. 

    "Anybody else who could help us or I should at least know about?" I inquire with a skeptical look at Exia and Karina. I already suspected that not all Old Humans who survived Nemesis would be involved in this grand game of life on Earth. 

    "Kaimana would want to help, but his imagination is... very limited." Shrugging with a regretful sigh, Exia mentions another name I know. Kaimana, the Rider of the Waves, God of the Ocean, and one of the universal gods of the Tuwheranui. I already expected that he was real, so hearing that he's an Old Human doesn't surprise me. "And I don't think he can survive this apocalypse either." 

    "I can do it." Suddenly, Tokomaha stands up and declares with a difficult expression. She has been silent during the whole meeting and only speaks up now.  

    "Do what exactly?" I seriously doubt she can grow a tree capable of stopping the Moon. The size difference between the Death Moon and the real one is two orders of magnitude apart. And back then, Tahiri used electromagnetism to help out, too. 

    "I will stop the Moon." She states and crosses her arms. But her usual composure isn't behind her words, and she seems to be struggling with something in her mind. 

    "Are you sure? The entire world is at stake." I pursue the matter, driving home the severity of the consequences that failure will entail. Growing a world tree and stopping the Moon could be entirely possible within the Reality Engine, but that would require letting it get very close to Earth. 

    "I told you I can do it, so I will." She argues with a childish stomp of her foot. Everybody stares at her in shock; it's not an outbreak any of them expected from the usually nonchalant and levelheaded God of Growth. 

    "Alright. I trust you." Putting all my confidence into my delivery, I give the little goddess a warm smile. She looks up at me, still wearing her complicated expression. Then she nods and turns away, and I address the others. "Get yourselves ready. Stopping the Moonfall isn't the end of this problem." 

    I point at the hologram of the Rhodos station. It's where Elaine and Akashic-Yuna are directing this world-ending scenario from. Even if Tokomaha can stop the Moonfall, it doesn't mean the God of the Sun will be done. We will have to put an end to them once and for all before we can have peace on Earth. 

    "After this, we will bring the fight to them." I declare in a confident tone belying the anxiety in my heart.

  


   
    Chapter 197 - Reunion of Chaos 

      

      

    "I have something to take care of tonight. You all should get some rest." When we leave the meeting room, I stop to announce to my girls. It's been a long day, but we will start special training tomorrow for what we will have to do after the Moonfall. 

    "Where are you going?" Kamii demands to know. Her tone suggests that she won't accept a deflection for an answer. 

    "To get Asoko and my two brothers from Armeria." I turn to her and respond without hesitation. For some, this is the first they hear about me having any siblings besides Asoko. I never felt the need to mention them until now since they live a different life from us in the Pacha Empire. 

    "We will come with you." Hestia declares and points in my general direction. Her eyes are still shut due to her curse, and she needs Dregana to guide her way when I'm not around. She's in no condition to do anything but recuperate right now. 

    "No need for anybody to accompany me. I'll be back before dawn." I look across the gathered and assert. Without another word, I turn and walk away in a firm gait to show that I won't accept any further arguments. 

    I appreciate their sentiment, but having more people might only make this more complicated and take more time. As I ascend the stairs toward the terrace from which I intend to take off as the Chaos Jet, I remember that I have a faster mode of transportation right now. 

    "Flann." I call my half-sister, who immediately appears in a vortex beside me. "Do you know where the capital of the Pacha Empire is?" 

    "I have been there." She replies in a matter-of-fact tone. Considering Mithra was in contact with Nemesis, who spent many years as Supay, prime minister of the Pacha Empire, this doesn't surprise me. 

    "Then this makes it easy. Bring me in front of the palace, please." I extend a hand toward Flann, and she takes it wordlessly. The world distorts around us, then snaps back to reveal a different sight. 

    The sun peeks over the horizon in the east, illuminating Quiraqui as it wakes up from the retreating night. The towering step pyramid that serves as the Pacha Empire's palace stands before us in all of its restored glory. No signs of the monumental war that took place here a little over half a year ago can be seen now. 

    "Who are you?!" Several guards run toward us and point their spears at our faces while inquiring in harsh tones. Having two people suddenly appear in the middle of the imperial courtyard should indeed be a reason for caution. Still, I had hoped they would recognize one of their saviors. 

    "I'm Chaos. I'm looking for my brothers Uten and Saten." I declare in an unwavering tone, not at all concerned about the weapons. The guards stare at my face for a moment, then exchange confused glances. "Maybe you know them as Tama and Tane, then?" 

    "The aides of the savior?" One of the men asks, causing me to raise an eyebrow. I guess that's what they're known as despite their role in the liberation of the empire, but I know there's more to their relationship behind the scenes. "You say you are their sister?" 

    "Could it really be that you forgot all that happened back in the battle for this nation?" I wonder with a displeased expression. It would seem that the guards are intimidated by my attitude, as they exchange anxious looks with each other without lowering their weapons. Turning to Flann in annoyance, I address her instead. "We don't have time for this. Can you bring us directly to Uten and Saten?" 

    "Yes. I could have done so from the beginning if you had told me." She replies, and my eyebrow twitches. Did she just sass me? One part of me is happy that she's developing a personality beyond the obedient tool her father created her to be. 

    In the next moment, our surroundings warp to the interior of a darkened room. It's steeped in the twilight of the rising sun shining through the curtains. Even before I look around, I can tell from the smell that we walked into a bedroom after the act. 

    On the large bed lie three naked figures with tan skin barely covered by their sheets. At the center is Mereana, her white hair standing out between the two black-haired boys flanking her. They're Uten and Saten, having grown noticeably since I last saw them half a year ago. They've become taller than Kamii now, which is far beyond a natural human's growth spurt. 

    I stare at the general's exposed forehead, where the traitor's brand inflicted on her on Illapa's order remains. She said she would make it the symbol of victory and freedom under Empress Amaru Sonco Pacha. The fact she still has it when Uten and Saten could have healed it away shows that she must have succeeded. 

    Mereana suddenly jumps up, grabs her stone spear hanging over the bed, and leaps at me. The weapon stops an inch short of piercing my chest when she recognizes me at the last moment. Her expression lights up when she sees that I didn't even flinch, and she lowers her weapon with a wry smile. 

    "Sneaking into other people's bedrooms and watching them sleep. Never knew you had that kind of hobby." The general remarks while shouldering her spear and tilting her head back with a grin. I know that the people of Armeria have a different sense of shame as she stands tall in front of me, not at all embarrassed about being seen in all of her naked glory. She then glances at Flann behind me. "And who is she?" 

    "This is Flann, my sister." I respond, causing her eyebrows to shoot up. She scrutinizes the black-haired girl from head to toe, then gives me a skeptical look. There is no physical resemblance, considering she was sculpted by Mithra and doesn't appear to be able to change her appearance. 

    "You have a big family." She comments with her lips curled up in amusement. I don't miss that she's poking fun at me because I seem to be discovering new family members left and right. She knows how I seemingly randomly found Asoko and the twins in this wide world. And Nemesis called me sister as well. 

    "You have no idea." Breathing a resigned sigh, I recall my conversation with Flann about how our progenitor is an alien from another dimension. Who knows how many more of our kind are out there? 

    "So, what are you doing here, Kaos?" Mereana finally asks. When I don't respond immediately, her expression changes. "Is it time?" 

    I blink my eyes. From my glance at the stirring twins on the bed, she could tell I came for them. But how she asked it makes me think that she knew this day would come when not even I did. 

    "Big Sis?" Uten and Saten wonder in unison as they sit up from the bed. Their voices have grown deep enough to pass for boys just slightly more than they would for girls, but their figures are still noticeably androgynous. It seems they have been molding their bodies over time and may still be in the process of finding what they like best. 

    "Get yourselves ready for a journey." Mereana responds in my stead while walking across the room toward the door leading to the bathroom. She still carries her stone spear, showing that she keeps it close at hand, even in the safety of her own home. 

    "What's going on?" Saten asks while changing his skin into clothes. 

    "Where are we going?" Uten does the same and gets up from the bed. 

    "Well, you are going with your sister. I have my duties to the empire." The general elaborates with a glance at me, then leaves the room with a wave of her hand. She doesn't even ask how long I need them for and trusts they will return. Well, as somebody who has ascended to divinity, she's unaging, so her sense of time is different from a regular human's. 

    "I promise that I will bring them back safely." I declare in a confident tone. At those words, Uten and Saten exchange a worried look with each other. 

    "I know you will." I hear Mereana's voice from the other room before the sound of flowing water reaches my ears. Her attitude feels way too casual for a temporary parting with her lovers, but maybe she's trying to cover up her anxiety by acting unconcerned. 

    "So, Big Sis, where are we going?" They inquire, wearing serious expressions on their faces. 

    "To save the world, of course." With a wry smile, I extend my hand toward the twins. 

      

    We appear from a vortex and stand on a familiar beach, looking out toward the ocean beyond a bay. I spin around on the spot and find Hokanui before me. The sun has risen here, too, but not yet peeked over the cliff behind the village, but the people are already busy preparing for the day. 

    "Asoko is here?" I ask Flann, who only nods in response. 

    "This brings us back." Uten and Saten speak in unison and walk forward, attracting the villagers' attention. Everybody here knows of the twin gods of Kauroa, and they drop what they're doing to greet them. Then they notice me, and a murmur runs through the people. 

    Moments later, the entire village comes out in force to welcome us. I spot Ruiha and Awhina, who stare at us with round eyes. The tall and brown-skinned demi-goddess has grown even taller since I last saw her, and she's already approaching Rewera's height. She pushes past the villagers and runs toward me with a joyous smile. 

    Spreading my arms, I invite her into my embrace and get swept off my feet instead. Awhina effortlessly lifts me in her arms and spins me around, then squeezes me tightly. I get a glimpse of how Senka must feel when I do this to her, but I don't mind it. 

    "Kaos!" A familiar deep male voice calls out to me, and I look in the direction of its owner. It's Rangi, Awhina's father, Hokanui's chieftain, and local land god. The towering man shaped like a boulder approaches us with his arms raised in welcome. "What brings you back here?" 

    "Rangi! I'm-" I begin to answer, but he hugs me even though I'm still in Awhina's arms and lifts us both off our feet in a bone-crushing embrace. 

    "Your sister came not long ago and decided to settle here for the time being." He hums joyfully and gestures toward the village square while letting us down. I spot Helleis and Tamariki, who stand out among the other tall Tuwheranui people. The villagers part to make way for Asoko, who is in her dark-skinned appearance. She wears a less-than-amused expression. 

    "I assume you're here for me." She gets straight to the point, her tone and face suggesting that she's not happy to see me. Although she's speaking in Imperian, Awhina guesses that this is a serious conversation and puts me back down on my feet. 

    "I need your help." I face my other half's gaze without backing down and declare. Asoko narrows her eyes, then glances back at her girls among the villagers. Some maids are missing, doubtlessly still asleep or busy elsewhere, but the two most troublesome are present; Ninlil and Tamariki eye me with suspicion and displeasure. 

    "What for?" Asoko asks in a brusque tone. I understand that she left the Dominion to escape politics and live her own life. Having me appear before her like this and ask her to come back must be an annoyance. If I were in her position, I might have felt the same. 

    "The final battle." With certainty in my voice, I present her the situation in terms that I know would pique my interest. And sure enough, my other half's expression softens, and a curious glint enters her eyes. "We're bringing the fight to the last Old Humans. After that, there will be peace." 

    I doubt there can ever be lasting peace in a world where sentient beings live. Still, I'm an unaging being with incredible powers, so I could become a deterrent to wars like nuclear weapons were in my time. At least there will no longer be people with godlike powers pulling the strings and making nations fight each other for sport. 

    "You know I'm there for you, sister." Asoko's expression suddenly changes, and she scratches the back of her head with a wry smile. It seems she was putting up an act, and from Ninlil and Tamariki's disapproving looks, I understand who it was for. But in the end, she couldn't keep it up. "So, what's the deal?" 

    "Yuna is back from the dead as the most powerful artificial intelligence in the Solar system. She commands a fleet of over a million advanced spaceships and is encircling Earth as we speak. And the God of the Sun is dropping the Moon on us." I summarize our current situation for my other half, who listens without as much as a twitch of her eyebrow. Instead, Uten and Saten are the ones to react since they haven't heard this yet. 

    "Uhh, do you mean Areteniha?" Saten asks while peering out from behind me. 

    "What did you do to make her that mad?" Uten completes the inquiry and looks up at me from the other side. 

    "We killed her son, Alexander." I reply, earning a raised eyebrow from Asoko. The twins stare at me with round eyes, seemingly confused why I would do that, so I feel the need to explain myself. "He deserved it." 

    "And now, we have multiple apocalypses coming for the planet, huh?" My other half asks with her head tilted in skepticism. She seems quite casual about this news, but when she glances back at her girls, I can tell she's worried about them after all. 

    "Tokomaha is going to stop the Moonfall. We'll then go to space and deal with Yuna and Elaine." With a wry smile at her reaction, I give her a simplified rundown of our plan. 

    "I see. Tokomaha is going to handle the Moon. Our job is to go up there to the Sun and beat some sense into this goddess. And unplug this artificial intelligence Yuna while we're at it. Sounds easy." Asoko crosses her arms and speaks in a tone dripping with sarcasm. 

    "That's about it." I find myself laughing, causing my other half to hang her head in resignation. 

    "So, how are we getting to the Sun?" She puts aside her concerns and wonders. "I hope you're not saying we'll fly there in our jet forms." 

    "We took Alexander's flagship. I'm sure you'll like it." Now, this is a topic I feel enthusiastic about, and the same is true for Asoko. 

    "Ohh, that sounds interesting." She says with a bright smile. 

    "You could stay here if you don't want to leave them." I grow serious again and glance past my other half at her companions. Ninlil and Tamariki have been staring daggers at me, but their eyes widen in surprise at my concession. 

    "Who do you think I am?" Asoko asks in a rhetorical tone, and I chuckle. I'm relieved to see that her mind is still close enough to mine that I could predict this answer. She wouldn't be another me if she didn't rise to the occasion. 

    "We are coming with you." Ninlil walks up to Asoko and declares. Tamariki and the combat maids are behind her, looking determined to follow Asoko wherever she goes. 

    "No, you're not." She turns to them and declares in a matter-of-fact tone. "I know you're strong, but this is space we're talking about. You can't even survive there, let alone fight." 

    I'm not sure any of them understand the concept of space, considering their technological background, but their expressions tell me that they believe what Asoko is saying. 

    "Even the Bearer of the Flame can't join you?" Lenoly approaches us from the side and asks in a firm tone. She wears a traditional Tuwheranui outfit, revealing much of the ruby-studded parts of her body. But while she may have taken over the title and powers, she doesn't actually know how to utilize the Reality Engine. 

    "Fire doesn't work in space." Asoko replies in a calm tone. It catches the little bakari off-guard, and she blinks her eyes. 

    "I will adapt to it." Tamariki joins the little bakari's side and declares with her arms crossed. 

    "Maybe. But you might just die before you can." Once again, Asoko responds with cold logic. Her expression shows that she has made up her mind about this, and there's no changing it now. 

    "If you lose, our lives are forfeit either way." Ninlil argues from a different angle. Indeed, if we were to lose our battle against Elaine, she would erase all life on Earth anyway. 

    "If I know you're safe, I can fight at full strength. And you know if I do that, I won't lose." Asoko caresses Lenoly and Ninlil's cheeks while letting her warm gaze sweep across all her girls' faces one by one. The demon maids smile in resignation, showing understanding. 

    "I'm coming anyway." Tamariki asserts with her head tilted slightly. She wears an expression I would photograph and frame in a dictionary as the definition of stubbornness. If it were me, I wouldn't want to argue against her. Asoko turns to look at me for help, and I suppress the urge to laugh. 

    "Don't ask me. It's up to you and them to decide." I dread the moment when I have this talk with my girls, too. Out of all of them, perhaps I could only bring Aurelia in good conscience since I know she already fought in space before. Aside from her, there's only Korenga since she's indestructible. 

    "That's why I'm asking you." Asoko hangs her head in desperation. 

    "They are adults, even if they don't look it, no?" Uten and Saten wonder while looking at Lenoly and Ninlil. This is their first time meeting my other half and her girls, but they seem to feel right at home with them. "They can decide for themselves." 

    "Those two boys who look suspiciously similar to you got that right." Tamariki says with an approving sniff in the twins' direction. "I'm coming with you, and that's final." 

    "Then so am I." Lenoly grabs hold of Asoko's hand and squeezes it reassuringly. 

    It looks like my other half is ready to give up, but she glances at Ninlil with a hopeful expression. She's the voice of reason, even though she was the one who first suggested that they would all join Asoko. But now that the former maid leader knows her feelings about their safety, she might change her tone. 

    "Only those two." But Ninlil turns around to the demon maids and announces more to them than as a response to my other half. She has taken Asoko's concerns to heart but knows she can't hold back Lenoly and Tamariki. "They can take care of themselves." 

    Despite Uten and Saten identifying them as adults, their expressions light up in joy, like children getting permission from their parents to play in the sand. I make sure not to show any of my thoughts on my face as I look at Asoko, who only sighs in resignation. 

    "Well then, get ready to leave. We'll be teleporting with Flann here." I glance at the maids' faces and find both relief and disappointment. Some of them understand that they wouldn't be able to contribute in a battle between godlike beings, but they're sad to leave Asoko's side. "I'll wait-" 

    "You will bring her back to us, Miss Marcott." Ninlil suddenly calls out to me and demands in a grave tone. Even though she knows my real name and my position as the queen of the Dominion, she still addressed me the way she did in the Royal Academy. That's her way of implying that she's asking this of me as an individual. 

    "I promise." That's all I respond with before stepping away and letting my other half have a moment of farewell with her girls. 

    "Are you leaving already?" Awhina asks with a sad expression when she realizes from my tone and movements that we have concluded our conversation. We've been here for less than half an hour, and all I've done is speak with Asoko. 

    "I promise to come back when this is over." With these words, I bridge the few steps between us and hug her. 

    "Death flag." Asoko mutters behind me, but I ignore her. There are no doubts in my mind. We will overcome this as we have everything else so far. And when we have, there will finally be peace, and I will take some time off from the world to live a normal life. 

      

    It's the morning after in Arkaim. The city is already rebuilding again, and reports from all across the Dominion reach us that they're doing the same. Morale is high after the news of our victory over yet another Old Human spread far and wide. For the time being, we're hiding the truth about the Moonfall from the general populace. 

    "So these two are your... brothers?" Daica asks and looks Uten and Saten up and down after their introduction in the dining hall before breakfast. Since they wear the Tuwheranui's traditional clothes, which have only a gender distinction in their adornments, I can see why people from this side of the world would have difficulties with their outfits. 

    But from Daica's gaze, I can infer a deeper interest in this matter. When she notices that I'm staring at her, she blinks her eyes a few times before realizing that I saw through her. Shaking her head, she silently apologizes to me for her lustful thoughts. 

    "Oh, my. You have a lot of beautiful ladies around you." Uten comments while letting his slightly envious gaze sweep across my girls. 

    "You truly are insatiable, aren't you, Big Sis?" Saten asks in a rhetorical tone while giving me a snarky sideways glance. 

    "I think I will like these two." Senka suddenly appears beside me and remarks while elbowing me in the side. 

    "What's that?" Saten leaps over and asks in a delighted tone. 

    "What's that?" Uten repeats after him and stares at Senka. 

    "She's so cute!" They declare in unison and reach out to grab Senka. 

    "Gah! I regret what I just said!" She complains with apparent aversion written on her face. I quickly pick her up, hug her to my chest, and turn away from the twins, whose smiles freeze. 

    "She's mine." Snuggling the doll girl, I stretch out my tongue mischievously. 

    "I'm nobody's but my own! Argh!" Senka struggles in my grasp but is too weak to escape. 

    "No fair!" Uten and Saten complain with childish pouts. They're the textbook younger siblings being dissatisfied with their older sibling monopolizing a toy. 

    "Can we move this along?" The doll girl grabs my face to force me to focus. We're here to discuss what we'll do these next few days until the Moonfall. I stare into her big blue eyes for a moment, then give her a heartfelt smile that seems to catch her by surprise. "What's with you?" 

    "Just remembering the good old times." Hugging her, I look across the faces of my comrades. When I was reincarnated, I was thrown into this unfamiliar world all by myself. Senka was the first person I felt I could trust from the bottom of my heart. 

    "Let us hold her!" Uten and Saten pincer me and pull on my arms. 

    "We're not here for fun." I return to my serious demeanor and chastise them. Placing Senka down on her own two feet, I point at the ceiling demonstratively. "We have less than four days. In that time, we need to get ready to go to space." 

    "Space!" The twins shift gears quickly and look at me with glittering eyes. 

    "It's nothing special." I curl up one corner of my mouth in a self-deprecating smile. Beyond the Kessler syndrome, all one can find is a vast emptiness. If I didn't have Aurelia with me, I most likely would have gone crazy from the loneliness and uncertainty of where I was headed. 

    "It's in a human's spirit to explore strange new worlds!" Saten declares while pumping his fist. 

    "To seek out new life and new civilizations!" Uten adds and joins his brother's pose in a mirror image. 

    "To boldly go where no one has gone before!" They spread their arms in a grand gesture in unison. 

    "I regret even thinking I would like them." Senka shakes her head, causing me to chuckle. It seems to be a family tradition to give the doll girl headaches by referencing copyrighted media. 

    "This won't be a pleasure cruise. We have our work cut out for us." I bring the twins' enthusiasm down a notch. They've already heard the general gist of the situation back in Hokanui. Still, it shows their naivete to look forward to it as if it were another adventure, like they thought about our rebellion in the Pacha Empire. 

    "We will take down this Venus Fleet in one fell swoop!" Uten pumps his fist again. 

    "And then we will all fight together to defeat the evil Old Humans! No offense." Saten completes his brother's simplified plan and nods his head in approval, then apologizes to Exia and Karina, who watch them curiously. 

    "That's an expression I haven't seen from you in a while." Kamii nudges me and whispers. I look down at the little dark elf and find that she wears a rare smile. 

    "Maybe they remind me of less complicated times." I respond and watch Uten and Saten be the life of the gathering. They bring so much fresh energy into our midst that everybody can forget their worries. It's as if the knowledge that the Moon is falling has momentarily left their minds. 

    My life in Armeria was warm and peaceful, away from the woes of the world. Since the moment I returned from there, I've been thrown from one situation into the next. But of course, I'll take being with my girls over lonely peace any day. Even if the world is threatened, I can get through it all as long as they're with me. 

    Kamii wordlessly leans her head on my shoulder as if seeing through my thoughts. I put my arm around her and squeeze her to me while we watch Uten and Saten converse with the others. Then I glance at Asoko, Lenoly, and Tamariki, who stand off to the side. 

    "What's wrong?" The little dark elf asks me when she notices my mood changing. 

    I let my gaze sweep across everybody as they get seated at the dining table when the maids bring in breakfast. I have to tell them now before their anticipation builds up. From here on out, things will be out of their league. Even Exia and Karina, who had millennia of experience with the Reality Engine, consider facing Akashic-Yuna and Elaine an exceedingly dangerous endeavor. 

    "Everybody, listen to me for a moment." I separate from Kamii and speak up, causing many pairs of eyes to fixate on me. "I will announce who will be coming with us to space now to get it out of the way." 

    The moment those words leave my mouth, utter silence lays itself over the room like a heavy blanket. I can sense anxiety among some of my comrades, but I can tell immediately that they dread being left out. I suppress the urge to smile at their eagerness and gather my thoughts. 

    When I list the names of the few I'm willing to take with me on this perilous journey, disappointment spreads throughout the room. Aside from the Old Humans and my siblings, I only mentioned Aurelia and Korenga because I know they can handle themselves even in space. 

    "Either I come with you, or you're not going anywhere." The little dark elf suddenly declares while snapping her pincer dangerously. I expected pushback, but not a threatening attitude like this. 

    I know now that her curse combo doesn't reset anymore as long as she doesn't miss. Apparently, it's based on something as vague as her intention to unleash the power and the relative speed at which she hits something. In other words, double the striking force that pulverized the God Machine is inside that cursed arm now. 

    "I only want you to be safe." Raising my hands in a defensive gesture, I respond with a wry smile. 

    "I do not accept that." Daica joins her elder sister and puts her foot down. Her self-confidence is going strong these days, so she can stand up to me like any other of my girls. Under different circumstances, I would feel content with her growth, but it's only a hindrance now. 

    "I know this may sound harsh, but there is nothing you can do against these enemies." I assert with my arms crossed, intent on not budging an inch on this matter. 

    "I just want to be by your side. Is that so wrong?" Kamii changes her approach and looks up at me with puppy eyes. I stare at her for a moment, then shoot Senka a knowing glance. She put the little dark elf up to this act. 

    "Don't make me lock you up until I'm gone." I shake my head and clear my mind of Kamii's temptation. She audibly clicks her tongue, then furrows her brow in dissatisfaction. 

    "We will not leave your side!" Hestia suddenly opens her eyes and declares in a booming voice that echoes through everybody's minds. Those who witnessed her curse's power duck away from her gaze, but I note that her opened eyes look quite normal besides the eyeshadow-like darkness still surrounding them. She seems surprised at her ability to see again and stares at me for a moment. Then she remembers the situation and frowns. "See what I can accomplish when it is for you, Chloe?" 

    "Hey, are you sure you're alright?" I approach her and try to change the topic innocently. "How is your eyesight?" 

    "It is good enough for me to see what you are doing." Hestia doesn't let herself get drawn in and glares at me. I expect a beam of darkness to shoot out of her eyes, but she seems to have her curse under control. 

    "I'm only worried about you." Stopping and addressing everybody, I give voice to my anxiety. 

    "I thought we were past this." Daica furrows her brow and wonders. She's aware of her lack of combat abilities compared to the others. Her curse exposes her to danger even more than Kamii's does, and she can only use her crossbow otherwise. Akashic-Yuna, Elaine, and the spaceships are not enemies her skillset will work against. 

    "You shall see. We will be the ones to keep you safe this time." The fallen Fata announces with a knowing look. The truth is that everybody did save me on more than one occasion. I only came this far with their support rather than by protecting them. Still, I can't help but worry for their safety, considering I'm not sure I myself am up to the task. 

    "You doubt your ability to protect them this time." Aurelia joins the conversation after listening silently until now. Her expression is neutral, not betraying what she thinks of my overprotectiveness. "I appreciate that sentiment, but the decision should be up to them." 

    Kamii, Daica, and Hestia look at the Golden Queen in wonder. They didn't expect that she would come to their aid in this situation, considering she has no stake in it. But those are essentially the same words I said to Asoko in Hokanui. I realize my hypocrisy when it doesn't involve those close to me. 

    "I hope you won't tell us not to come, too." Gram remarks with a wry smile that raises his mustache on one side. I look at Rolan and Luna, then Svanhild and Halthor. They may be quite powerful in their own rights, but I intended for them to stay behind as well. Still, I understand now that it was wrong of me to try and make the choice for them. 

    "Alright." I finally sigh and mutter in resignation. "I will believe in your ability to discern danger and stay out of it when the time comes." 

    "Now that this has been cleared up, how about we start eating and then get going with our preparations?" Senka asks in a rhetorical tone. "We have less than four days." 

    As always, the doll girl knows how to put a damper on things, but everybody appreciates the voice of reason in these important times. We quickly take our seats in awkward silence, and I catch Senka shaking her head with an exasperated sigh. 

    At this moment, I once again feel that I'm truly blessed by having such loving and loyal comrades.

  


   
    Chapter 198 - The Guardian Of The Soil 

      

      

    Two days are left before the Moonfall. I have been teaching the twins as much about the Reality Engine and its uses as I could since yesterday. Meanwhile, Exia is instructing the Death Moon crew on how to operate the new ship, and Karina is busy remodeling the Mu City Ship, removing its tasteless exterior decoration. 

    Everybody else is training under Aurelia and Korenga in the Death Moon's facilities. Kleihn and the gremlin clan will outfit them with new equipment for use in space. There isn't much time left, but they will do their best to prepare so that I don't have to worry about them when we're up there. 

    The Moon in the night sky has grown so big that we can no longer hide the truth from the people. Thus, I make an announcement to the people of Arkaim and send out messengers to the rest of the Dominion on the morning of the third day. Of course, to avoid a panic, I'm telling them they have nothing to fear; we will take care of it. 

    I leave the terrace under the thundering applause of the populace and separate from Rewera and the ministers before heading for the transportation room. Most of my comrades have been sleeping on the Death Moon or the Mu City Ship, so I have to move back and forth between Arkaim and Rikshakti, where the two massive ships are located. 

    When I pass by the rear hall, I notice Tokomaha standing at the open door leading out to the palace gardens and staring into the distance, all by her lonesome. She has been acting strange since saying that she would stop the Moonfall. 

    "Tokomaha?" I call out to the God of Growth. Her fur-covered ear twitches at my voice, and her leaf hair shakes slightly. Then she walks out the door without looking back, causing me to pause in confusion. Is she avoiding me? 

    But I decide to follow her as she heads down into the castle gardens where the flowers are blossoming, not least thanks to her abilities. I notice that she seems to be maintaining a distance from me as we walk, speeding up and slowing down when I do. It would appear that she wants to lead me somewhere without making conversation. 

    Finally, the little goddess stops on an open patch of grass in the center of the garden and turns around with a lonely expression, waiting for me to catch up. I know something is wrong, but seeing her like this gives me a bad premonition. It's as if she's about to disappear. 

    "What's going on?" I pet her leaf hair and look into her big amber eyes, which show me hesitation and worry. It's rare for her not to know how to articulate her thoughts; she's looking around as if trying to find something to help her sort her feelings. 

    "Are you patient?" She finally asks, causing me to stare at her in confusion. That certainly wasn't what I expected her to say in this situation. Sighing, she tries to think of a different approach. "Do you love me?" 

    "Of course." I hug her to me and declare without missing a beat. 

    "Will you still love me in a thousand winters?" She continues her line of questioning without reciprocating my embrace. 

    "Even if you grow old and wizened, I will still love you." I respond and look down at her face with a wry smile. 

    "I will never grow old. Only bigger." Tokomaha claims with a pout. 

    "I doubt that." When I say this, she pushes me away and glares at my face. But I can tell that she's only putting up an act. Pulling her back into my embrace, I reassure her in a warm voice. "You are perfect the way you are." 

    "... don't forget your words in a thousand winters." The little goddess mutters into my chest, causing me to draw back and stare at her in confusion. That's when I realize her feet are turning into roots and extending into the dirt. "I'm not good with farewells, so tell the others for me. I'll be going now." 

    "What do you mean?" I grab her arms as if hoping to physically uproot her. But that's when I realize that her skin has turned hard like wood. All the while, Tokomaha looks at me with a longing smile. 

    "This is the price I must pay to gain the power to stop the Moon." She responds while her body continues to transform. "Last time, it took me three thousand winters to return. I hope it will be less this time." 

    "You..." I begin but freeze. This explains the confidence with which she declared that she would succeed in stopping the Moonfall and the complicated feelings she had been hiding since then. She has done this before. 

    "I will see you again, Kaos." With these clear parting words, the God of Growth hardens into a wooden statue that slowly loses its human shape. 

    "Wait, Tokomaha, I-" But it's already too late. Branches sprout from her unmoving shoulders and back, and her face becomes a rigid mask. Only if one knows that it used to be Tokomaha can one still discern the vestiges of her form in the willow-like tree before me. 

    For a while, I can only stare at the little goddess's wooden face. Her eyes are closed, and she resembles one of her tree clones. One part of me still hopes this isn't real, and she will emerge from the tree to say that this was some kind of test. 

    Within my life sense, I can tell that her roots have spread deeply into the ground and far beyond my range. Perhaps she has embedded herself into the planet's very crust in preparation to grow the world tree that will stop the Moon from hitting the Earth. 

    "I will see you again, Tokomaha. You hear?" I caress her wooden visage and sense her life energy moving ever so slightly in response. It may have been a coincidence, but I'd like to think that even now, as she becomes part of the planet itself, the remnants of her humanity still notice my presence. "You said a thousand years, but I don't care if it'll take a million years. When you awaken, I will be here for you." 

      

    Everybody reacts differently when they see Tokomaha's willow in the palace garden and hear the reason for her departure that evening. The giant Moon shining through her branches gives us a glimpse of what it might look like when the God of Growth gets to work, and the sight alone soothes everybody's worries. 

    That's when I have an idea, and I call Exia over. When I explain what I want to do, she grows giddy and smiles like a child who was just told that we're going to the amusement park. She must have been holding back all this time and now finally gets to do what she has always wanted to do. 

    The cloud girl zooms off into the castle, causing everybody to look on in confusion. But I ask Rewera to call the Maid Corps and bring us drinks and snacks for a picnic under the night sky. She doesn't question my intentions and leaves to fulfill my request as I explain things to my comrades. 

    With the end of the world quite literally looming above us, now seems hardly the time to party. But this could be the last time we will all be together. I'm aware of the dangers in this final battle against the Old Humans. However much I want to believe it, our survival isn't guaranteed. 

    The maids soon come and prepare cutlery and tables under Rewera's guidance. We set up around Tokomaha's willow to include her even if she can't actively participate. Not long after, the first cold appetizers arrive, with dishes freshly cooked by Airiunne in the works. Everybody loves the brownie maid's meals, so they can't wait. 

    "Nice thought." Asoko walks over to me and comments. In the few weeks she was here after our reunion at Erbilan, we had no time for something like this. 

    "This is just to get us into the mood." I wink at my other half, who raises an eyebrow at my cryptic remark. 

    Exia soon returns and nods at me with a broad smile. But before I can announce our plans, the Maid Corps approach with many trays of piping hot food. It's the perfect time for dinner, but unlike eating in the dining hall, enjoying it under the Moon and Tokomaha's willow gives this a festive atmosphere. 

    Uten and Saten stare at the demon maids at every turn, and some among them return the twins' coy glances. I have to admit that they're quite easy on the eyes, if I may say so myself, although they clearly have more masculine features in their quest for perfecting their own appearances. That's what some maids may find themselves attracted to, though. 

    "I'm going to tell Mereana." Korenga calls out to Uten and Saten in the Tuwheranui language. They duck their heads, then turn to look at the Black God with flabbergasted expressions. 

    "Please don't! We would never be unfaithful to the general." Uten and Saten say in imploring tones, eliciting a mischievous chuckle from her. 

    Lenoly makes a small bonfire on the stone path leading up to Tokomaha's willow, and a few maids bring strings of lamp crystals to light up the venue as the sun sets over Arkaim. It truly feels like a festival now. 

    "Everybody, gather around Tokomaha, please!" Exia finally decides that it's time and raises her voice. "We're going to take a picture with all of us." 

    Korenga is stuffing her face and doesn't seem to hear it, but Kamii pokes her with her crab pincer. Hestia and Aurelia were talking with each other but turn to face the cloud girl. Rolan and his party are unsure what to make of this situation and exchange confused glances with each other. 

    "So this is what you were planning?" Asoko asks me as we walk toward Tokomaha's willow, and I grin. We have the technology, so we should use it; I'm sure it will create a great memory for all of us. 

    "What's this about?" Gram asks me on the way. 

    "You know those portrait paintings that nobles have of themselves? We're having that but with Old Human technology." I respond with an encouraging smile. When he furrows his brow, I feel compelled to elaborate. "It will take only a moment instead of months of work." 

    Exia arranges everybody by their height and forms three rows of people. She places me at the center and surrounds me with my girls. Asoko and her two companions are on my left, while the twins are on my right. Flanking us are Rolan, Luna, and Gram on one side and Halthor and Svanhild on the other. 

    "Where's the camera? And who's going to take the photo?" I ask the cloud girl when we're all more or less lined up. 

    "It would seem you underestimate our technology, senpai." Exia wags a finger and clicks her tongue exaggeratedly. That behavior annoys me enough to bop her over the head. "Sorry." 

    The cloud girl produces a metal sphere the size of a tennis ball that floats off her palm and moves away from us based on her hand gestures. Her wristwatch casts a small hologram that shows what the sphere camera sees, and she uses fine gestures to get it into position. 

    Hestia appears to understand what's about to happen and assert herself. She grabs my arm to press her breasts against it, trying to make it look like we're the main pairing. Kamii and Daica each lean closer, not wanting to lose against the fallen Fata. Aurelia only shakes her head at that display and sighs. 

    "Everybody smile, and nobody blink." Exia announces, and I try to wrangle my girls to pay attention to the camera. But our poses are already so out of alignment that the flash from the sphere tells me we got one of those chaotic photos where everything goes wrong. 

    Exia pulls up the image on the hologram and finds the center in disorder because of me and my girls. To our side, Uten and Saten were pulling grimaces on purpose since they knew this wouldn't be the final photo. Asoko was staring off in the direction of my maids with a lecherous gaze while Tamariki yawned in ignorance. Halthor was suppressing a sneeze, and Korenga blinked her eyes due to the sudden flash. Even Svanhild was stealing a glance at me instead of looking where she was told to. 

    Only Rolan and his original party seemed serious about this and stared into the lens even though the camera sphere doesn't even have one. Although they probably still don't know what a photograph is, they posed perfectly and wore genuine smiles. 

    "Keep that one." I ask Exia as she's about to delete it. She looks up at me, then thinks better and does save the picture. I feel it captures everybody's individuality perfectly and serves as a snapshot of our fellowship in this calm before the storm. 

    "Alright, everybody calm down. Let's do this right." I announce while clapping my hands to gain their attention. Hestia clears her throat and gets back into her arranged position. Daica secretly takes hold of my hand and intertwines her fingers with mine without anybody else noticing. 

    Relationships among my girls are great, considering they essentially have to share me. I've read plenty of stories in which members of a harem secretly try to kill each other to get ahead, and I'm glad to say that no such thing is happening behind my back. Maybe it's because we ageless beings have no sense of urgency. 

    Finally, when everybody is ready, Exia takes the photo with a flash. The moment she does, one of the long branches of Tokomaha's willow brushes past my shoulder. As the cloud girl brings up the completed picture, I turn to look at Tokomaha's face in the tree trunk, which seems to be smiling ever so slightly. I can't tell if she was like that from the start or if her expression changed just now. 

    It came out perfectly this time, with everybody looking into the lens and smiling from the bottom of their hearts. The picnic under the open night sky lightened their mood, creating this moment of peace before things will get hectic again. 

    Exia framed it so that it looks like the huge Moon is being held up by Tokomaha's willow, too. It's a nice touch, although I wish she were here with us in more than just spirit. As if noticing my feelings, her leaves and branches rustle, although that may only be a coincidence. 

    "This is to you." I take a cup of wine and pour it on Tokomaha's roots. I can't feel any reaction from her life energy, so she may already be too deeply intertwined with the planet to sense something as insignificant as this little splash. But to me, the thought counts. 

      

    As the Moon approaches its apex during the night, a powerful earthquake shakes the capital. Exia predicted this, but I didn't expect it to be this massive. It would seem that we're almost exactly underneath the Moon as the Earth continues to turn, but that wasn't the case yesterday. Otherwise, we would have already had a similar one then. 

    According to Karina's estimation, the Earth's crust is rising by over a meter instead of the usually unnoticeable millimeters whenever the Moon passes over. At such a displacement, tectonic plates will move noticeably and generate friction that results in quaking even this far inland. 

    An alarm echoes over Arkaim. We practiced drills in preparation for Alexander's assault, so the citizens know the meaning of the sound and leave their homes to evacuate to the castle. If it gets worse, they will be moved to the Arkheim vault. 

    Many buildings collapse from the shaking, and the ground ruptures as the land contracts. A portion of the city wall crumbles even though many sieges over the centuries could never breach it. This level of destruction truly gives one a glimpse of the impending apocalypse. 

    But the earthquakes die down even before the Moon is right above us. Everything grows calm, and it all seems like a passing nightmare. Within my life sense, I can tell that Tokomaha is responsible for this. Her roots have spread as far and deep as I can see, and she must be physically holding the planet together against the massive tidal forces. 

    Exia and Karina are impressed when I tell them about my theory, but Kerry seems to have already expected it. As one of the few who survived Nemesis's world-ending scenario without going into stasis, they must know something the others don't. 

    Still, the morning after shows the destruction the tidal quake wrought in the few minutes it lasted before Tokomaha reacted to it. I'm sure she's going to prevent it from happening from now on, but before she became one with the planet, these quakes must have already happened in other places around the world. 

    It was a sobering experience for everybody after the party under Tokomaha's willow only a few hours prior. I grew up in Japan, so I'm used to earthquakes, but I'm also used to earthquake-proof buildings. None of the architecture in the Dominion was built to withstand such powerful quakes, so many cities will once again need rebuilding. 

    After reassuring the citizens of Arkaim, I have a group call with Exia and Karina about how the Moon will affect Earth's tides shortly before the impact. Tokomaha may be able to protect the land, but she has no control over the seas. The water level will rise more than twice as much as it normally does during the high tide. We won't get any reports from coastal cities for a few more days since the messengers can't travel that fast. I pray for the best but already expect the worst. 

    "I can only hope that Kaimana is doing something, but knowing him, he's most likely hiding out in the deepest trenches of the ocean to weather this like he did back then with Nemesis." Exia comments with a sigh that tells me her expression at that moment. She seems to have a very negative impression of the Old Human who proclaimed himself the God of the Ocean and doesn't trust in his abilities. 

    "I'm fine with him as long as he doesn't overstep his boundaries." If I ever hear that Kaimana makes a move on land to expand his domain, I'll personally turn him into marine snow. "In any case, how are preparations on the Mu City Ship?" 

    "The Death Moon crew is ready to operate it. Most staff has already moved over and taken up their new positions." The cloud girl reports in a more cheerful tone. 

    "I am about finished with the remodeling. I have removed most superfluous structures on the exterior and repainted parts of it." Karina informs us in her usual neutral tone. But I can tell that she takes pride in her artistic and crafting skills. 

    "I'm looking forward to seeing it in operation." I peer out the window at Tokomaha's willow and remark in a slightly lonely tone. Although I know she will live through anything now that she's part of the planet itself, I'm sad that she won't accompany us on this final campaign. 

    I conclude the conversation with the two Old Humans and switch off the comms before turning away from the window. Tomorrow is the big day, but I'm going to spend the last night in Arkaim castle. Even if I trust that Tokomaha will stop the Moon, there's still a sense of separation from this world. We're going to space to fight an artificial intelligence with a massive space navy and an Old Human who literally has control over the movement of planets. 

    When I consider everything, I can't help but laugh. I started out fighting fantasy wolves in a forest and am now in the business of killing self-proclaimed gods with real powers to match. In my previous life, I played video games with scenarios like that and never questioned the exponential curve of stakes in them. Now, it all seems absurd since I find myself in the same situation in reality. 

    "What are you smiling at?" Senka suddenly asks, and I turn to find the doll girl standing a few steps away. She must have approached silently while I was deep in thought. 

    "Something I'm sure you would find amusing, too." I pick her up with a wry smile, and she goes limp like an actual doll. 

    "The absurdity of reality?" She accurately grasps what I was musing about, causing me to raise an eyebrow. 

    "Now that I think about it, there's more beyond this." Squeezing Senka to my chest, I lean against the window and look up at the sky. Nemesis and Mithra's nebulous plans await after we deal with Akashic-Yuna and Elaine. 

    "Where does conflict end?" Senka wonders with a creaking tilt of her head. 

    "It never does, does it?" I know that her question was rhetorical. As long as there is selfishness, there will be conflict. Only utter oppression from an absolute power could stifle it, but that's no way for people to live. "We'll just have to solve things one step at a time." 

    "We got time." The doll girl pushes back on my chest with her head and says. Then she shivers from anger welling up at the sensation of my breasts but keeps herself from saying anything. 

    "I sure hope so." I squeeze her more tightly to drive home the feeling on the back of her head and remark while looking up at the blue sky over Arkaim. 

      

    The time has come. The Moon rises over the horizon so quickly that one can watch it move. Soon, it covers a large portion of the evening sky and illuminates the land underneath. Elaine must have chosen this position in relation to the Sun so that it's clearly visible to the people on Earth. She wants to instill the maximum amount of dread before our end. 

    We're gathered around Tokomaha's willow to watch what she will do. I believe in her success, so I told my comrades that we would witness it unfold from here rather than aboard the Mu City Ship. It's a much better position to show our trust and support than staying in the safety of a vessel that could be used to escape in case something happened. 

    "See, we believe in you. So you better give it your best." I caress Tokomaha's wooden face. At this point, there's no reaction from her life energy anymore; to her, I'm merely a speck of dust on her massive surface. Surely, only something as large as the Mu City Ship will register at all within her perception. 

    The ground begins to shake once more. It would seem that even Tokomaha can't hold back the tidal forces that the Moon exerts on the Earth now. In less than an hour, it will impact the planet with such force that most of its crust will be vaporized by the heat generated in the collision. Exia showed me various simulations detailing that fact, as if the despair of seeing this massive object in the sky falling toward us wasn't enough already. 

    If Tokomaha doesn't stop it, nothing but the underground vaults built by Old Humanity will survive this. And perhaps me and my siblings, and a few other people I know. But we certainly wouldn't have much of a life left on this planet then. After all, it would take millions of years for the crust to cool down and many millions more before it would become inhabitable to multi-cellular life again. 

    "We're counting on you." Uten and Saten whisper to Tokomaha's willow. 

    "No pressure." Korenga gives the tree an encouraging slap, causing it to shake from the impact. 

    The earthquake under our feet grows in intensity, but it's more like an oncoming vibration rather than building up to the sudden shock of two tectonic plates coming loose in a single moment. 

    "If you cannot do it, nobody can." Aurelia declares with her arms crossed, demanding Tokomaha to show her mettle. 

    The vibrations grow stronger, and I fear that perhaps the city's buildings won't hold up after all. But then, I sense a massive movement underneath my feet through both vibrations and my life sense. It's all being drawn toward the west, the projected impact location of the Moon. 

    The massive pockmarked sphere passes over our heads faster than ever and noticeably approaches the planet's surface. Even now, it's still tens of thousands of kilometers away, but it shows just how huge it is within our perception. Everybody can only watch in silent awe as the planet-killing event is about to unfold before them. 

    "This is truly an eye-opening moment." Exia remarks as her eyes are glued on the passing Moon. 

    "It feels like I could touch it." Asoko raises her hand toward the sky, and I sense something new within me. It's as if my horizon is being expanded by this view, much like it was when I learned to move through space. "Huh, do you feel it, too?" 

    It would seem that my other half sensed it as well, and judging by Uten and Saten's confused looks at us, so did they. This glimpse of cosmic scales has us realizing a piece of what may be our true potential. 

    Suddenly, I sense a contraction underneath my feet, pulling me from my reverie. Looking west where the Moon is headed, I'm overwhelmed by emotions at the sight that greets me. The ground to the north of the Ceogath continent appears to be rising into a mountain far taller than the tallest peak on Earth. Its shape shifts and condenses into a humanoid form. 

    Soon, a naked Tokomaha rises, forming from the very planet itself. Her lower legs are obscured by the atmospheric haze due to the vast distance, but her size is so large that she looks as clear as if she stood before us. She's illuminated by the Sun that has long set for us, showing her in all of her divine glory. 

    Long green hair cascades over her shoulders and back. Due to her vast size, they look like human hair rather than her usual leaves, but I'm sure they're the same leaf-covered vines. When she slowly straightens her back and turns toward the Moon, I notice that she lacks her tattoos in this form. 

    With a fearless grin that shows her canines, Tokomaha crosses her arms and looks down at the Earth. At her size, she shouldn't even notice Arkaim, let alone the palace gardens where we watch everything unfold. But I can't help but feel that she's staring right at us - at me. 

    "Witness me." I imagine her speaking when she slowly moves her lips and declares her unwavering self-confidence with a nod. The sight leaves me breathless, and I can't help but feel warmth rise inside my chest. This is the kind of scene that always made my heart beat faster in the type of fiction I consumed in my previous life. 

    Tokomaha should be a mere human with access to the Reality Engine. I know there's far more to her than meets the eye, and I'm quite certain that she's one of the few Old Humans who survived Nemesis without going into stasis. Still, seeing her massive form that rivals a celestial body, born from nothing but her personal fantasy, drives home just how incredible of a person she is. She's an existence I can genuinely consider divine. 

    The God of Growth, growing beyond the confines of the physically possible, raises her arms toward the Moon. Moments later, her massive fingers touch the surface and sink into it. As Exia explained, planets aren't monolithic solid structures. A planetoid crashing into another doesn't cause a billiard effect; they melt together and form a larger celestial body. 

    But it would seem that physics and logic don't apply to Tokomaha, as I notice the Moon visibly slowing down without breaking up. She's perhaps about as tall as its diameter, but that still makes her far smaller than the celestial body itself. Judging by her expression, she appears to be straining, but her effort has a clear effect on the Moon's approach velocity. Still, even if its momentum is halted completely, its weight under the Earth's gravitational pull is immense. 

    "You can do it!" Uten and Saten scream at the top of their lungs even though they should know that Tokomaha can't hear us. But as if that woke everybody else up, all my comrades yell words of encouragement toward the God of Growth. 

    "So this is the Guardian of the Soil." I overhear Exia muttering and find her wearing a self-deprecating smile. I've heard that the Old Humans only filled the roles among the already existing pantheon in the new humanity. Could it be that Tokomaha is the real owner of the title? 

    Suddenly, the God of Growth's legs buckle under the immense weight of the Moon. She falls on one knee, and her arms bend, causing the massive celestial body to fall on her shoulder. For a moment, she resembles Atlas from Greek mythology as he holds up the celestial sphere. 

    "I know you will succeed." I mutter and clasp my hands in a prayer directed at nobody but Tokomaha herself. I have no doubts that she's the goddess who will save this planet from the apocalypse. 

    As if she overheard me, she lets out a silent roar and raises her knee to stand back up. She straightens her back and pushes with a titanic effort. A massive quake runs through the entire planet and almost knocks everybody off their feet moments later, showing how much energy went into her motion. 

    And finally, the Moon leaves Tokomaha's hands and noticeably moves away from us. She watches it for a while before looking down at us. Once again, I feel like she's staring right at me even though she shouldn't even be able to discern this entire city from the rest of the continent. She raises a fist in triumph and grins, and I extend a hand to give her a symbolic fistbump. 

    Finally, she nods once and closes her eyes to sit down as if she's tired after the monumental exertion. We watch as she loses her colors and returns to the Earth, sinking back into the crust and disappearing over the horizon. A continuous vibration runs through the planet that slowly dies down over time. 

    Soon, all that remains in the world is reverent silence.

  


   
    Chapter 199 - To Boldly Go 

      

      

    The bridge of the Mu City Ship is full of Death Moon crew members who fill the positions previously occupied by the mindless drones Alexander employed. The Death Moon has a huge crew, but the gigantic city ship has a far larger capacity than the spherical battle station. 

    "Most of this ship is empty." Exia explains while showing the schematic of the vessel. The devil cloning facilities are extensive, but we won't use them. The factories can churn out military hardware we don't have enough workers for, and the staging halls would only be useful if we brought a huge army. "But as with all of Alexander's creations, this vessel was made so that it can be piloted by a single person." 

    Even a ship this large could transfer all control to the captain's seat that Exia now occupies and be steered with help from the advanced artificial intelligence working in the background. But having more people to delegate various jobs to allows the captain to focus on making the important decisions. 

    "He always said that he wanted to leave the Solar system and explore the universe once he created the perfect form without a need for the Reality Engine." The cloud girl mutters while looking at the smaller screen in front of her. It shows a schematic of the gravity cores. 

    The Proxima line was Alexander's attempt at creating that perfect form, and he was close enough to perfection with Proxima Omega. Almost instantaneous regeneration, adaptability, godlike physical capabilities, indestructible bones, being able to live in the vacuum of space - the god machine had it all. But even then, reality still breaks under the powers of a Crawling Chaos, which curses are an extension of. 

    "So, he wanted to bring his values to other planets, huh?" I mutter to myself more than as a question directed at Exia, but she overhears it. 

    "We don't deserve other planets if we can't make this one work first." Her expression clouds over at these words. I don't agree with that sentiment, but I won't argue about it right now. Earth narrowly avoided an extinction-level event only last night; if not for Tokomaha, all life on this little blue planet would have been destroyed. I'd rather have demonkind and new humanity survive elsewhere under Alexander's ways than have it wiped out with nothing to remember them by. 

    "So, how long will it take to reach the Rhodos station?" I change the topic before I give in to the temptation of discussing this with Exia. 

    "About four days." Exia answers and nods with her eyes closed. She seems to have discovered a newfound, albeit reluctant, respect for Alexander. "He really did it. What sci-fi dreamed up a long time ago, he built all on his own. Of course, with some help from the Reality Engine." 

    "What do you mean?" There isn't much time for lengthy explanations, so I'll have to stop her if she starts throwing formulas at me. We're preparing for takeoff to bring the battle to Akashic-Yuna and Elaine before they decide to take a more direct approach to destroying Earth. 

    "Well, this ship has an inertia damper and a relativistic gravity engine. All that's missing is a warp drive for faster-than-light travel." Instead of formulas, she throws out big words I don't understand. I was never that big on science or hard sci-fi, so those mean nothing to me. 

    "In simple words, please." I tap my arm impatiently. 

    "Alexander found a way to reduce the inertia of this huge ship to negligible levels. That is, we can accelerate and decelerate without feeling any of it inside here." After a pause to gather her thoughts, Exia tries again while looking up at me. But even her attempt at making it sound simpler is hard to wrap my head around, so I'll just nod. "And the relativistic gravity engine allows it to accelerate to a considerable fraction of the speed of light." 

    "So, we can travel pretty quickly, huh?" That's all I take away from this. The first part doesn't click with me much. 

    "Yes, this ship is speedy." There's evident sarcasm in her voice, but the cloud girl knows I'm only a reincarnated high school girl who knows nothing of advanced science. "But I hope you realize just how incredible this is." 

    "Not really." I shrug. The little science fiction I know had ships warp across the entire galaxy in minutes, so I can't really judge how much of an achievement taking four days to reach the Sun from Earth is in reality. "In either case, we're ready to leave, right?" 

    "All we need to do is perform final checks, then we can depart." Exia gives me a thumbs up. 

    "Impressive." A distinctly synthetic voice suddenly echoes through the command center. It pulls everybody's attention to the hologram as it glitches out and is replaced with Yuna's face. But I can tell immediately that something is off compared to last time; it looks decidedly less human and more like a computer model. "I should not be surprised anymore, but I am each time." 

    "What do you want?" I glare up at Akashic-Yuna and demand to know in an impatient tone. 

    "Elaine has decided to leave your demise to me." She announces in a matter-of-fact tone, lacking her usual glee. It would seem that Exia was right when she said that the Akashic Records artificial intelligence could corrupt the human mind uploaded into it. "You will not escape destruction this time." 

    "We're bringing the fight to you." I point at the giant hologram face and declare fearlessly. 

    "I keep evolving from one moment to the next. I number in the millions and have the power to scour the entire planet. What can you hope to achieve with one measly ship?" Akashic-Yuna's human personality emerges, and she tilts her head back with an expression of superiority on her synthesized face. 

    "Have you never watched anime? A single ship brought down entire empires on more than one occasion." With my arms crossed, I fire back at the hologram. Exia stares at me with her eyes round like saucers, then breaks into laughter. 

    "That's right. We are an elite few. Your numbers are just fodder." The cloud girl states with a self-confident grin. "Come at us with everything you got. Anything less would be an insult to our might." 

    "I have all the data I need. My prediction will not be wrong this time." Looking down at us calmly, Akashic-Yuna declares in a cold tone, quite the opposite of what I expected as the answer to our hot-blooded challenge. "I will let you come to me, but do not make me wait for too long." 

    With these words, the artificial face glitches out and is replaced with the usual hologram again. The Guide of Tomorrow cut the connection with her one-sided declaration as if insisting on having the final word. 

    "That's exactly what we wanted!" I announce, even though Akashic-Yuna can't hear us anymore, and turn to Exia with a nod. 

    "Understood, senpai!" She salutes with a grin before typing away on her console. An alarm blares throughout the Mu City Ship and alerts the crew to get to their stations. 

    I stare at the radar displaying the countless dots still waiting in the Moon's old orbit. We will punch through the Venus Fleet and head straight for the Rhodos station to end this once and for all. 

      

    "Everybody is ready." Rewera announces in a professional tone when she enters the bridge last after all my comrades. She wears a bodysuit accentuating her muscular shape that is usually hidden by her maid outfit. A bow still sits on her head since it doesn't interfere with the helmet when she puts it on. 

    I lost to her persistence when she argued that the Mu City Ship is like a reflection of Arkaim. If this is my residence, even if only temporarily, the Maid Corps should accompany me. All our needs are taken care of by the automatic systems on the ship, but I guess the demon maids' presence livens up our journey through space. 

    "The Maid Corps is present and accounted for. We will contribute to Your Majesty's fight to the best of our abilities." The maid leader declares, standing as straight as a pillar. It brings a smile to my face when I think back to the maids who bravely voiced their intention to come with us while hiding their anxiety. 

    Of course, Kleihn and the gremlin clan have already taken up residence in the engineering bay, setting up their little nests in the cramped spaces between the pipes and cables. Knowing their supernatural expertise with technology, I can entrust them with keeping this ship flying through any problems we may encounter. 

    "Now that everybody is aboard, we got an important thing to attend to. But before that, take your seat, senpai." Exia floats up from the captain's chair and makes space for me. 

    "I don't have the qualifications to command this ship. That should be your role" I hesitate and look across the deck. The multi-storied command center is arranged according to importance and systems, with a specialist sub-commander on every floor. The topmost platform we're on is reserved for the highest-ranking officers working directly under the captain. In other words, everything falls apart from the top if I'm not up to the task. 

    "I'll be the executive officer." The cloud girl floats over to an empty seat next to the captain's and sits in it demonstratively. "It's alright. The Death Moon crew is a well-oiled machine. All you need to do is make the big decisions." 

    I look across my comrades, who have all assembled on this floor. They give me encouraging smiles as if saying I should take up this position, even if only in a ceremonial capacity. With a sigh, I sit in the elevated captain's chair and gaze at the massive hologram display that shows our projected travel route. 

    "Captain on deck!" Rewera raises a small microphone to her mouth and announces in an authoritative tone. Her words echo through the command center speakers and likely the entire ship. Immediately, I get a sense of attentiveness from the crew sitting on our floor, and the same must be happening below. 

    "With that out of the way, we can get to the important part, senpai." Exia says with a satisfied smile. 

    "What is it?" I wonder with a hint of anxiety blossoming in my heart. What could be so important that she needs everybody present on the bridge shortly before takeoff? We already discussed everything, so all that should come now is taking action. 

    "The name of this ship. We can't keep calling it the Mu City Ship." She replies while waving her hands around her in a grand gesture. She then continues with her intent starry gaze focused on me. "And I think you should be the one to give it a name." 

    I'm taken aback by this. Here I thought it would be a big revelation or some bad news. In either case, I was never great at coming up with names for things, and I don't have much of an attachment to this ship we captured from the enemy. Furthermore, we'll be traveling on it for only eight days, the return trip included, so I'm not sure it really needs a name. 

    But then I realize that this is an opportunity. I may not have seen many science fiction stories, but the names of important ships always lent them a personality of their own. And for us, this is indeed the most important of all ships since it will take us to victory over the last Old Humans standing in the way of peace. 

    "Queen Pelomyx." I declare after a moment, knowing that I will develop an unhealthy attachment to this ship. After all, I have to honor her name and can't let her be destroyed in battle. Rewera standing behind me shifts her position audibly but doesn't speak up. 

    "The DSF Queen Pelomyx, then?" Smiling warmly at my decision, Exia confirms with me. 

    "DSF?" Tilting my head, I try to figure out what that's supposed to mean. But the moment I spell it out, the answer becomes apparent. "Ah, the Dominion Space Force, huh?" 

    "This is the first ship in the force, but surely, more will be added down the line." Crossing her arms, the cloud girl asserts with confidence. She has no doubts that we'll overcome this war and live to thrive afterward. "This ship has eight replicator factories. They're each big enough to build one destroyer class vessel a day." 

    "That will have to wait for after this outing. We don't have the crew to man those." Scratching my chin, I consider the implication of having replicators that can churn out large ships each day using energy to mass conversion. How far does Old Human technology go? 

    "Well, for now, let's toast on the naming of the Queen Pelomyx!" Changing the subject, Exia turns to her console and announces through the speakers in the command center. The doors open to reveal a dozen demon maids carrying trays of tall and slender glasses filled with champagne. "This is from my personal vineyard on Yagrath." 

    The maids walk through the aisles between the consoles and let everybody take a glass from their trays. I spot Korenga immediately downing hers and taking another, not understanding the custom of toasting to the naming of a ship. I wonder if she even has time to taste the champagne, but it does make me chuckle. 

    "To the Queen Pelomyx!" I lead the toast and raise my glass high.  

    "To the Queen Pelomyx!" Everybody repeats in a choir, and we drink. This is the first time I've had a sparkling beverage since coming to this world. It's also the first time I've had champagne, but even I can tell that Exia is a skillful vintner. 

    Moments later, everybody finishes their glasses, and the maids go around to clean up. With this short ritual, the tense atmosphere in the command center has loosened. The anxiety of heading off into space and facing the overwhelming Venus Fleet is still there, but it feels like we can do it. The new human crew members from the Death Moon also get a sense of being part of us now rather than merely being here to do a job. It was great thinking from Exia to do this even when we should be hard-pressed for time. 

    "Now, captain. Please do the honors." Sitting in the executive officer's seat and looking at the large screen, the cloud girl speaks in a ceremonious tone. 

    "Alright, helmsman, take us to space." I play along with her and put on a commanding air. I don't know who the helmsman is, but I point forward from my seat regardless. 

    "No, no, not yet. First, you have to ask the status of every position." Exia objects to my jumping the gun with a disapproving pout. 

    "Alright, alright." I raise my hands in resignation. Since I don't know the positions on an advanced ship like this, I can only word it in a way that I don't embarrass myself. "All stations, status report." 

    "Sensors are primed." Hestia announces from behind a console that features several screens, including a large spherical hologram that must be a radar. She studied Old Human technology the most in the past half a year - aside from the gremlin clan - so I trust she will do a good job at it. 

    "Engines are green." Kleihn's voice announces through a speaker. She became the chief engineer since she's more familiar with this ship than even the Death Moon crew after only a few days of gremlin-style technology analysis. 

    "Weapon systems ready." Uten and Saten declare in unison from their shared seat, sounding very happy in their role. 

    "Route plotted and ready to go." The female navigator announces on the command floor while turning her head. That's when I notice that it's Neer with her hair in a ponytail rather than the twin tails I'm used to. I learned her real name not long ago, but she liked the nickname I gave her, so she prefers to be referred to by that. 

    The security officer turned navigator types away on her console, and the hologram displaying our flight path moves to her personal screen before the blast windows of the command center open to reveal the sky outside. 

    "Everybody is strapped in and awaiting your command." A male voice declares through the speaker. It belongs to Magnus Lawson, the tactical officer stationed on a lower floor in the command center, who oversees the security troops of this ship. 

    "We're ready." Exia concludes with a nod toward me. 

    "Helmsman, punch it." Finally, I get to say my line. Acting as if the previous hiccup never happened, I raise my finger and point ahead. 

    A moment later, the view outside the window shifts, showing that the Queen Pelomyx has begun to move without as much as a jolt. We break through the clouds within seconds and rise faster and faster, indicated by the outside growing darker quickly. 

    A reverent silence permeates the command center as everybody watches the view through the giant panorama window. I experienced this before when Mithra launched me into space, but back then, I was alone and scared for my life. This time, I'm with my comrades and heading into battle out of my own will. It fills me with pride, knowing how far I've come from my days spent in utter ignorance. 

    "This is incredible..." Rolan mutters while staring at the view outside. The moment we leave the atmosphere behind us, the vastness of space becomes apparent. We're greeted by a field of stars as far as the eyes can see. 

    "I'll turn us around for a moment." Exia says when she sees the expressions of those who have never been to space before. She moves a joystick on her console, and the view outside the window begins to spin. We're at the center of the snowflake-shaped ship, so the command center can turn around to face the direction of battle or movement. 

    Behind us lies the Earth, still huge within our view since we're moving at cruising speed rather than the maximum velocity the relativistic gravity engine can achieve. We'll be facing the Venus Fleet very soon, so we don't have much time to spend on the awe-inspiring view. But it doesn't detract from the impact it has on those who have never even seen pictures of Earth from space. 

    We continue to fly away from our home planet while looking back at it. Then, Exia finally turns us around to the front again while putting a darkening filter over the window with a few taps on her console. The field of stars is dimmed to the point we can't even see the brightest among them. But when we complete our turn, I understand why. 

    We're greeted by the radiant light of the Sun, reduced to a luminosity we can perceive without suffering from bright spots in our eyes. At this distance, it looks quite small despite its halo. 

    "Magnificent." Gram mutters in a reverent tone. 

    "And up there is our enemy." I point at the dimmed Sun before closing my hand around it symbolically as if trying to smother its light in my grasp. 

      

    "We have about half an hour until we make contact with the Venus Fleet." Hestia informs us while looking at her sensors. 

    "We're traveling in a direct line toward the Sun, so we have to punch right through them." Exia explains. 

    "I trust this ship is powerful enough to do that." I voice it like a rhetorical question, but since I don't know much about Old Human technology, I'll have to leave this to the cloud girl's judgment. 

    "We are here, so there will be no problems." Aurelia answers with a sideways glance at Karina. In their rebellion against Zeke, they only lost because they held the world hostage. They have no such constraints this time and can fight to their full potential. 

    "Very well." I stand up from my seat and look at Exia. "You have the bridge. I will be back in a bit." 

    "Aye, captain." Not questioning my decision, the cloud girl merely nods and looks ahead. 

    I walk up behind Senka and lift her off her chair. Her body goes limp like a Ragdoll cat, but she turns her head to glare at me. It causes me to smile at her apologetically for interrupting her work. She's in the sensor technician crew under Hestia, but I trust the fallen Fata and the other two members to do the job adequately in the doll girl's absence. 

    "I need to talk to you." With a whisper in her ear, I carry her out of the command center. 

    "What kind of talk do we have to be alone for at this point?" As we take the elevator up to the observation deck, Senka asks me in a skeptical tone. 

    "Your origins." I squeeze her to my chest and nuzzle my face into her hair. She shows no reaction to my implied question for a moment but then sighs. 

    "If you want to know if I'm an Old Human: I'm not." Senka realizes that seeing her use the technology of this spaceship with apparent ease is the reason for my sudden interest in her past. "I'm also not a reincarnated person or an alien like you." 

    We leave the elevator and find ourselves in the panoramic glass dome atop the Queen Pelomyx's tallest tower. The view here isn't dimmed, so when we turn away from the Sun, we're surrounded by a field of stars as far as perception goes. Even though there's gravity and air in this room, I still feel like I'm in space - home. 

    "Then, what are you?" I gather my thoughts again and turn Senka around in my hands so that she faces me. 

    "I told you already. I'm a deus ex machina." She replies with her head tilted back and a sarcastic grin on her slit mouth. "I was added to this world as a convenient tool to tell you about all kinds of things that would be hard to find out otherwise." 

    For a moment, I stare at her with a frown. But when her grin fades and gives way to a sigh, I understand that she's joking to hide her true feelings. It would seem that it's a surprisingly difficult topic for her to discuss, even if it's with me. 

    "I used to be a human in a universe with superhumans and magic-like abilities. Abilities gained not through technology like in this one, but phenomena unexplainable through logic." For the first time, she goes into detail about her past, and I listen quietly. "I died, and through a grudge, I came back to life with some neat new powers." 

    She's talking about the voodoo-like ability to ingest somebody's blood to kill them remotely, blend into shadows completely, and use telepathy to speak to people over long distances. I always thought that it was a strange set of skills for a person who looks like a cute doll that was maimed by a troubled mind. 

    "That universe came to an end, but I continued to exist. And through that, I became something else." Staring at me with her big blue eyes, Senka speaks as if she's about to reach the conclusion of her story. A few seconds pass with our eyes locked on each other's before I blink in confusion. 

    "Wait, that's it?" I ask with an eyebrow raised in disbelief. 

    "Well, you can read my origin story on-" Senka begins to reply, but an alarm interrupts her. A blast shield closes over the observation deck's glass dome, and red emergency lights come on. 

    "All hands to battle stations! Enemy ships are on an interception course!" Exia's voice echoes over the speakers. "Captain to the CC!" 

    "We'll continue this later!" I say before carrying Senka into the elevator to return to the command center. 

    "Captain on deck." Rewera instantly announces me when I walk in through the automatic door. The large window's shutters have been closed, and a hologram of our position relative to the approaching enemy ships is displayed in front of it. 

    "What are we dealing with?" I put Senka down and sit in the captain's chair. 

    "A carrier strike group. One carrier, two cruisers, and six destroyers." Hestia reports in a professional tone. 

    "Yuna is probing us." The cloud girl comments with a frown. The full force of the Venus Fleet waits in the Moon's original orbit and observes the situation. The Queen Pelomyx is the largest and most advanced vessel Alexander ever conceived, so maybe Akashic-Yuna lacks data on its capabilities. 

    "You said all of those are unmanned, right?" I lean back in my seat and cross my arms. 

    "The Venus Fleet is an automated force meant to intercept anything moving toward the Rhodos station without the correct IFF signal." Exia explains with a sideways glance at me. "Alexander originally built them as an army against interstellar invaders, but since he found no signs of complex life in the stellar neighborhood, he turned them inward." 

    She means the Venus Fleet exists to keep new humanity confined to Earth. Even if a culture somehow developed space flight out of the Old Humans' sight, it would be mercilessly beaten back down. To new humanity, it would look like an alien force, so they wouldn't begin to question their false gods. 

    "So, we don't need to hesitate in crushing them." I state in a matter-of-fact tone. If those ships were operated by new humans like on the Queen Pelomyx, we couldn't annihilate them in cold blood. Standing up from my seat, I throw a hand forward in a grand motion and boom through the command center. "Show them the might of the Dominion Space Force's flagship!" 

    "Let the machines taste the overwhelming firepower of The Queen Pelomyx!" Uten and Saten declare in excitement and input something on their console. 

    "Oi, don't mess around with it." I chastise them, and they flinch at my voice. 

    "We're only firing the plasma throwers." Saten turns around and complains with a pout. 

    "This ship won't be running out of that." Uten adds with a shrug. 

    "Plasma throwers are ineffective in space battles." The actual gunnery officer announces and puts a damper on their enthusiasm. 

    "All modern ships have electromagnetic shielding and energy barriers. Only guided physical weapons can pass through those." Exia elaborates when she notices my questioning gaze. "At our current distance, the most effective combat form in space is-" 

    "The enemy is scrambling fighters!" Hestia interrupts the cloud girl. 

    "That." She gestures at the fallen Fata. 

    "Then we send out our own." I announce in a confident tone. Then I glance at Aurelia, who has been silently observing from one of the many auxiliary seats since she didn't learn how to operate any Old Human technology. She understands my gaze and gets up wordlessly. 

    "Is it finally time?" Asoko jumps to her feet and cracks her knuckles in anticipation. 

    "Exia, you have the bridge." I don't answer my other half directly but give her a knowing grin. "We're going hunting."

  


   
    Chapter 200 - Probing Strike 

      

      

    This is my second time in space. The first time I had been launched to the Moon with seemingly no way to return to Earth. Now, I voluntarily emerge from the safe environment of the Queen Pelomyx's pressurized atmosphere to engage the enemy's drone fighter squadron approaching us. 

    As I float out of the airlock, I'm greeted with a familiar feeling. The weightlessness brings back a deeply-buried sensation. I feel right at home among the vast emptiness. Even though I've been in space before, it awakens something inside me now that I have a better grasp of my origins. 

    When I glance around, I can keenly see everything. The Venus Fleet detachment is still thousands of kilometers away, but within my perception, they might as well be right in front of me. I understand that this is what it means to be a Crawling Chaos. 

    "Can you hear me, senpai?" Exia's voice speaks into the comms device buried inside my head and pulls me from my reverie. 

    "Loud and clear." I reply by speaking with a mouth on the inside. Since sound can't travel in the vacuum of space, I have to do this as a workaround. 

    "Try to intercept the enemy far from the Queen Pelomyx." The cloud girl requests. "We don't want to reveal our hand yet." 

    "Understood." I respond and turn to my comrades behind me. Aside from Asoko and Aurelia, Hestia and the twins have also followed us outside. The fallen Fata wears a black, white, and red armored space suit, but her mechanical wings look barebones. 

    "Do not worry about me, Chloe." She notices my gaze and speaks in a reassuring tone. "My wings are on their way." 

    At those words, I notice movement from the corner of my eyes. It's a rapidly-approaching hexagonal container the size of a delivery truck. It resembles the Dendrobium back attachment she used in the battle of Rodens, but it lacks some features that distinguish it as a weapons platform, such as having no visible missile bays. 

    "I got to see this." I say and watch Hestia equip her new wings. While I may not have cared much about hard science fiction, mecha series were a different matter. Especially the hot-blooded ones where the protagonist overcomes the most difficult odds with sheer willpower always made my heart beat higher. 

    Hestia spreads her hands and moves her fingers as if manipulating invisible wires. The approaching container slows down and adjusts its vector as it moves toward her back. Shortly before reaching her, it suddenly breaks apart to reveal what appears to be a metallic structure resembling a giant flower bud. 

    The six white petals with red highlights open up like a blossoming flower and spin to adjust their alignment with Hestia's back. They slow down and fold back to attach to the fallen Fata, fastening onto her armored suit and locking onto her barebones modular wings. She shivers from the sensation of the machine connecting to her nerve endings and initiating the neural interface. 

    "Amazing." I watch the six petals turn forward and reveal the integrated weapon systems. At least, I assume that the many holes and barrels protruding from their underside are weapons. Hestia looks like a seraph with her six wings, but it also reminds me of a certain powerful mecha in an anime I watched a long time ago. Perhaps she took some inspiration from Exia's archives. 

    "Woah." Uten and Saten voice in unison, captivated by Hestia's display. Since they're younger versions of me, it only makes sense for them to like the things I did around their age even more than I do now. 

    "I'm grateful to be alive." Asoko appears close to tears. Indeed, I also feel lucky to see something I could only ever admire in fiction happening right before me. 

    Then I notice that the container pieces floating in space behind Hestia turn to gold. They break apart and fly past us toward Aurelia, who molds them into a funerary boat with a gesture of her hands. When it's completed, she sits down on the golden throne atop it and folds her legs. Raising her left hand, she brings out Vanadia's Will, rebuilt in one of the Queen Pelomyx's many replicators. With a glance at me, she indicates that she's ready. 

    I can't help but feel that she tried to one-up Hestia with that flashy display. But I won't say a word since I don't want to risk the Golden Queen's wrath. She narrows her eyes, doubtlessly noticing something in my expression. 

    "The enemy fighter squadron is approaching the engagement line." Exia's voice in our ears saves me from having to explain myself. By engagement line, she means the most effective range of their weapons. In the vacuum of space and the absence of immediate large gravitational fields, objects retain their momentum. As such, physical projectiles have a virtually infinite effective range. But even then, the railguns and guided missiles they carry are only effective below a certain range since the targets can evade at longer travel times or shoot them down. 

    I search for the approaching fighters and notice they have stealth coatings that blend almost entirely with the starry background of space. They stand out to me because they register as foreign objects within this familiar view, but they should cause trouble for those relying on their eyesight to find their targets. 

    "Hestia, stay close to me." I switch the channel to a private line with the fallen Fata. 

    "Are you worried that I cannot see the enemy?" She asks in a warm tone, catching me off-guard with how well she read my thoughts. "There is no problem. My head-up display highlights them very clearly to me." 

    I guess the technology available on the Queen Pelomyx is beyond that of the Venus Fleet. The sensors could spot the stealth fighters on the radar without a problem, and Hestia's helmet can see them even at this distance. 

    "Alright. Then you'll be my wingwoman." I turn around mid-flight and look back at her with a wry smile. We already discussed the issue of taking her with me when I'm not sure I can protect her against the powerful enemies we'll be facing. I hope to show that I trust her by giving her the role of covering my rear, even though I'm sure that these drones won't pose any problems for me. In the same vein, I can remain close to protect her when needed. 

    "Understood." Hestia salutes and replies in a confident tone. 

    "Enemy fighters are changing into attack formation." Asoko suddenly blares through our communication channel. She accidentally set her microphone sensitivity too high. Everybody flinches and holds their ears, and I shoot her a glare. That's when I see behind her that the Queen Pelomyx has sent out fighter jets as well. 

    "Hey, we don't need to risk any lives here." I speak to Exia in the command center with a disapproving frown she can't see. 

    "They are drone fighters." The cloud girl responds in a reassuring tone. "But their artificial intelligence is no match for the Venus Fleet's, so all they can do is serve as distractions." 

    "I didn't even know we had any drones." I watch the swarm of small fighter jets getting into an echelon formation and follow in our wake. 

    "They were designed for piloted flight, so they only have a rudimentary autopilot to perform simple tasks such as shooting down missiles. Our crew can remote control them, but latency is too long at these distances to be useful against the real-time controlled enemies." Exia says in an exasperated tone. Even Old Human technology, however magical it may appear, can't overcome some of the absolute limitations of physics. 

    "Incoming!" Uten and Saten speak in unison and break off from the delta formation behind Asoko to widen our line of engagement. The enemy fighters have released a volley of missiles despite still being over a hundred kilometers away from us. 

    "Those are most likely fusion warheads." Karina's voice reaches us over the comms. "They are aiming for the Queen Pelomyx." 

    "Uten, Saten! You take care of anything heading for our ship!" I point forward without looking at the twins. 

    "Roger!" They reply in unison and shoot forward as streaks of darkness. Even though this is their first time in space, they instinctively know how to move. Our kind's speed out here far exceeds the limits of Reality Engine-powered flight, let alone conventional propulsion. 

    "Asoko, Aurelia. Take out those destroyers." I point past the approaching missiles right as Uten and Saten melt through them with beams of plasma, causing them to explode into spheres of light. The enemy strike group travels in a broad arrowhead formation, with the destroyers forming the line of engagement across a hundred kilometers. Far behind them are the two cruisers flanking the three-kilometer-long carrier. 

    "Aye." Asoko salutes with a grin and heads for the left side. Aurelia merely nods and steers her funerary boat to the right. 

    "Hestia, you're with me. We're going for the big fish." Finally, I slow down and take the fallen Fata's hand. I don't know how fast she can fly with her mechanical wings, so I'll adjust myself to her speed. 

    It would seem that these wings are only powered by gravity cores, missing the jet engines necessary for atmospheric maneuvering. Hestia steadily accelerates while holding my hand and gives me a warm smile. Right now, she seems to feel bliss at the prospect of fighting by my side on this grandest of stages. 

    Suddenly, I notice small light discharges coming from the stealth fighter squadron in the distance. Even with my enhanced perception, I can barely determine what they fired. All I can see is that the tiny foreign objects speeding toward us are black and cylindrical. Those must be railgun rounds. 

    I squeeze Hestia's hand, and we immediately change course. Since these aren't guided projectiles, they won't hit us if we move out of the way. I assume the Queen Pelomyx's shields and armor will withstand those railgun shots without a problem, so I don't even turn around to check. 

    Only a few seconds later, we pass by the fighter squadron at such high speeds that they're gone in an instant. I glance back to see them spinning around to chase us. Unlike in aerial battles inside an atmosphere, there's no drag to take into account. And they can perform high-g maneuvers that would kill a living pilot with impunity. 

    But before they can overcome their momentum and chase after us, a few of them are hit in the back by Uten and Saten. Immediately, their artificial intelligence decides that the twins are a bigger threat and turn to engage them instead. 

    The carrier continues to spew out more and more fighters. They must have replicator bays, so as long as they don't get destroyed, they will continue to release enemies. If each of the Venus Fleet carriers has such capabilities, I worry about our chances when facing the armada. We would need a weapon of serious mass destruction to destroy that many enemy ships quickly enough before they overwhelm us with sheer numbers. 

    "They are heading for us." Hestia stops accelerating and spreads her six petal-like wings. I let go of her hand and take my distance so that she has unrestricted use of her weapons. As I do, I see a volley of railgun shots coming straight toward us. 

    But Hestia generates a radiant barrier around herself that doubtlessly originates from her wings rather than magic, showing that she spotted the attack. Several railgun rounds hit the shield a moment later and shatter into a million glittering pieces. She immediately undoes the barrier and unleashes plasma beams from the tips of her wings. In an instant, they cut through several dozen enemy jets before they are bent aside by the shields of the destroyers in the back. 

    "Impressive." I mutter to myself in the vacuum of space rather than into the radio inside my head. The six glowing petal-shaped wings give her a divine appearance, and I can't help but stare at her in admiration. 

    "Enemy fleet is firing!" Exia's announcement pulls my attention back to the front, where the destroyers and cruisers unleash a barrage of large missiles. As the projectiles fly through space silently, their jet trails illuminate the vast fleet of fighters still coming our way. 

    "This will have no end as long as that carrier remains, so we're breaking through." I announce to Hestia and extend my hand toward her. She takes it with a nod and mentally prepares herself for my acceleration. 

    I make sure not to do it too quickly and speed forward with a light barrier raised. Countless railgun rounds glance off it, but we charge past the line of enemy fighters and then the destroyers. Although far smaller than the two cruisers and especially the carrier, they're still the size of battleships from my age. But they seem tiny compared to the Queen Pelomyx. 

    To our left and right, Asoko and Aurelia begin their work in the flashiest ways possible. One destroyer on each side breaks apart from massive internal explosions. From here, I can see that Asoko has ripped through the ship's hull by surrounding herself with plasma. On the other hand, Aurelia used Vanadia's Will and cut through an entire destroyer in a single swing of the monomolecular whips. 

    Without wasting time watching the result of their work, they continue toward their next target, which opens fire on them from all of their weapon systems. Since they're such small targets, it's impossible for the big cannons to hit them. Even the flak turrets, guided by the most sophisticated artificial intelligence in the Solar system, are unable to lock onto them properly. But I doubt they would take any damage even if they were hit. 

    As we approach the carrier, one of the two cruisers maneuvers into our path. Point-defense autocannons unleash a barrage of conventional bullets in our direction, using sheer mass to compensate for their lack of accuracy. Hestia pulls me close and generates the bubble shield around herself, which deflects the shots as we continue forward with our momentum. 

    "Let me take care of this." The fallen Fata declares when we approach the underside of the cruiser. She lets go of my hand and spreads her wings into a perfect radial pattern. I can tell that some internal mechanisms must be rearranging themselves as they shake ever so slightly. Then, they split in two each and grow out two rails. Perhaps she has railguns built into them? 

    But to my surprise, plasma blades shoot out from them and reach several dozen meters in length. Moving each wing individually, she rolls on her forward axis and slices through the cruiser's hull effortlessly. Her blades cut open the ship's underside as her momentum carries her forward. 

    A massive internal explosion bursts it open from within and spills molten materials into space. A chain reaction runs through the cruiser and moves from one critical system to another. Ammunition stores add to the mayhem, and soon, the entire cruiser is ripped apart. Within only a few seconds, Hestia took out an advanced spaceship one kilometer in length. 

    We continue onward with our momentum unabated and head for the carrier. The fallen Fata's petal wings fold back together, making me wonder if this powerful plasma cutter perhaps has a cooldown. But before I can ask her, she raises her bubble shield again and blocks a barrage of railgun shots coming at us. 

    When I look at the approaching fighter jets emerging from the carrier's hangars, I notice that they have shrunk in size and look far more maneuverable. It would seem that the Venus Fleet can adjust their production on the fly to match whatever they face. I have to commend Alexander's intent when giving them this ability. After all, the Venus Fleet was originally designed to defend against an alien invasion. 

    Hestia spreads her wings, which fold open and grow outside her barrier. Suddenly, the drone fleet coming toward us explodes into brilliant fireworks. When I take a closer look, I find that her wing tips must have highly energetic laser cannons that heat up their targets quickly and cause them to explode from the inside. 

    "You leave me with no enemies to fight." I complain jokingly, causing Hestia to smile at me underneath her helmet. 

    "Is that not what a ruler desires most?" She replies while grasping my other hand. With a slight adjustment of her gravity cores, she induces a spin to our forward momentum as we head toward the carrier. In our luminous dance of death, we leave behind a trail of silent explosions that shine upon us brilliantly. 

    At this moment, I feel blessed. As we float through space in this battle for the survival of Earth, I'm surrounded by tranquility and peace. Come what will, but I'm having the time of my life right now. 

    Suddenly, the explosions around us cease. I notice that the carrier has stopped trying to make stealth fighters and is building robotic copies of Hestia with mirror-like surfaces. The Venus Fleet artificial intelligence has identified her as the biggest threat approaching it and seeks to emulate her. 

    "How dare you insult my beloved angel with these cheap imitations." I mutter and let go of Hestia's hands. She looks at me in surprise, then smiles bashfully. "Let me take care of this one."  

    With these words, I surround myself with plasma orbs and fly toward the carrier. Blindsided by my sudden speed increase, the enemy robots are evaporated on contact when I zoom straight through them. In a streak of darkness and light, I head for the carrier's bow and concentrate the plasma in front of me like a drill. 

    Burning through the exterior armor without slowing down, I move right through the entire length of the Venus Fleet carrier and emerge from the other side. As I exit the ship and turn around, I nod in grim satisfaction as secondary explosions occur inside the vessel and cause its lights to go out. Its engines misfire, causing it to spin around its central axis while spewing debris everywhere. 

    Meanwhile, Hestia rips through the remaining swarm of robots with her various weapons. From afar, she looks like the kind of mecha I always loved in anime, sporting overwhelming firepower and anti-fleet capabilities. She spreads her wings and cuts down all the inferior robotic copies in the vicinity, leaving behind a field of silent explosions illuminating her captivating form. 

    That's my girl! 

    "They're breaking away." Senka comments as I fly toward Hestia to embrace her. Whether the timing was on purpose or pure coincidence, it ruins the glorious moment witnessing Hestia's might has created in my mind. 

    I look back and find only a debris field and the occasional small explosion. It would seem that Asoko and Aurelia made short work of most of the destroyers, and Uten and Saten have taken out the massive swarm of fighters heading for the Queen Pelomyx. The remaining cruiser and three destroyers are speeding away from us, unleashing barrages of conventional and energy weapons to cover their retreat. 

    "Should we pursue?" Asoko asks through the comms. 

    "No point in doing that. They're merely a tiny fraction of the Venus Fleet." Exia responds with a sigh. 

    "Then wouldn't destroying them now be better than letting them rejoin their main forces?" Saten wonders. 

    "Cut down their numbers wherever we can, you know?" Uten adds. I can imagine them putting a finger on their chins and tilting their heads thoughtfully while saying this. 

    "I'll take care of it. Everybody else, return to the Queen Pelomyx." I send out the order. 

    "What? Why do you get to have all the fun?" Asoko complains in a pouty tone. 

    "There are four. We can each take one." Uten and Saten reply enthusiastically. 

    "This is not a game! Listen to your elder sister!" I yell into the microphone, most likely causing everybody listening to flinch. I didn't intend to flare up like this, but it was this kind of lax attitude and complacency that cost me so many important things in this life. 

    "... alright, we get it." Asoko mutters reluctantly. 

    "You go ahead, Hestia." In a softer tone, I turn to the fallen Fata beside me and smile at her. She looks at me with a hint of worry but then nods and accelerates toward the Queen Pelomyx backward to keep me in her sight. 

    I turn away to look for the escaping enemy ships. When I find them in the distance, I narrow my eyes and extend a hand toward them. This will be the first time I'm doing this in a real-life application of what I learned from Karina in the last few days. And the first try at it is already going to test my limits. 

    But I immediately sense the connection with the ships. It would seem that being in space has vastly expanded my perception. Even now, I can tell that it's far from my true potential, but it's more than sufficient for what I'm setting out to do right now. 

    Putting my mind into it, I grasp the escaping cruiser and three destroyers with gravity. The invisible force that governs the movement of everything in space takes hold of the ships and changes their trajectory. As if they were dogs shackled to a pillar, they swing around the axis of my creation. 

    "What did you do?" Asoko asks through the comms, doubtlessly watching my feat from afar. 

    "Keep going. I'll explain to you later, but don't get caught up in it now." I answer in a serious tone. My other half seems to understand that what I'm doing could cause collateral damage, so she only responds in the affirmative. 

    I observe the enemy ships as they continue to fly in circles. I can't initiate what I intend to do before everybody is in the safety of the Queen Pelomyx. When I look back, I find that Hestia just left the debris field of the destroyers behind herself and now approaches the scrap cloud that the forward fighter swarm has been turned into. It will be a little longer before she reaches the mother ship, so I need to keep stalling. 

    But before I return my gaze to the trapped cruiser and destroyers, I notice movement in the debris field behind her. Looking closely, I realize it's a damaged fighter that must have restored some of its basic functions after being disabled. It can't maneuver anymore, but its bottom-mounted railgun swivels around and aims at the fallen Fata's back. 

    "Behind you, Hestia!" I scream while letting go of the gravity trap and extending a hand toward the damaged fighter. She turns around in confusion as the railgun barrel flashes right as my gravity crushes the jet into a tiny metal sphere. 

    I watch helplessly as the railgun round rips through the armor on Hestia's legs and severs them cleanly above the knees before she can raise her shield. A moment later, Uten and Saten reach her and apply healing magic to her wounds. 

    Zooming through space faster than I have ever traveled before, I arrive right as the twins patch up the fallen Fata's destroyed spacesuit with a sealing gel. Looking through the helmet visor, I find that Hestia has fallen unconscious from the pressure loss, but my life sense can tell that she's at least still alive. 

    "Take her back, quickly!" I order Uten and Saten, who silently nod and comply. It would seem they lingered to peek at what I was doing, allowing them to respond to this situation so quickly. For once, I'm grateful they disregarded my strict orders since it may have saved Hestia's life. 

    Turning away in frustration and anger, I find the rapidly escaping cruiser and destroyers. Letting all my feelings flow into this, I spread my arms and take in everything I can perceive before me. Then I focus my gaze on the center of the massive debris field, where the light of the distant stars in the background begins to distort. 

    Nearby scrap begins to move toward it as if drawn in by a magnet. They fall into the center of the distortion, where they are compacted by overwhelming gravitational pressure. A sphere begins to form as more and bigger debris is pulled toward it. Perhaps compounded by the matter already inside, the gravitational pull increases with every passing second. Soon, everything within my sight is drawn in, including the escaping enemy ships. 

    The leftovers of the carrier strike group disappear into a sphere only a meter across. The cruiser and three destroyers try their hardest to escape, but their structural integrity gives out, and parts of their armor are torn off as they continue to be pulled toward the center. The plasma shots and fusion missiles they unleash toward me in their desperation barely travel a few meters before bending and falling into the gravity well. 

    Finally, the engines inside the ships shut down, and they disintegrate into the sphere. Energy and matter are compressed under immeasurable gravitational forces, causing the core to shine from the immense heat. I cup my palms around it as if to enclose the radiant orb even though it's over a hundred kilometers away. 

    When I open my hands, the sphere has cooled down completely and become an inert gray mass. For a moment, I take in the sight with dark satisfaction, feeling a sense of superiority from doing something I would have thought completely outlandish only a few days ago. 

    Then I remember Hestia's condition, and my mood clouds over. I look around one last time to make sure I got every last enemy and piece of debris before heading back to the Queen Pelomyx.

  


   
    Chapter 201 - Breakthrough 

      

      

    When I reach the officers' med bay, only a door away from the command center, I find everybody waiting outside. It would seem that the doctor kicked them out to avoid bothering Hestia in her current state. 

    However, when I enter, I'm surprised to find that the fallen Fata is not only awake and sitting up on her bed but seems to be quite chipper despite the circumstances. She even musters a smile when she sees me enter, wholly unperturbed by her missing legs. From a single look, I can tell there's nothing more that healing magic could do, so I'm left to wonder why she isn't sad at her loss. 

    "I will receive upgrades to my legs as well now." When she speaks up in a cheerful tone, I have my answer. It would seem that she doesn't even think of it as a loss and instead sees it as a chance to increase her battle potential with advanced prostheses. My eyes twitch at her words, and she notices my displeasure immediately. "What is wrong?" 

    "No, it's nothing." I shake my head and glance at Kleihn standing beside her bed, who doesn't seem to have grasped the momentary plunge in the room's mood. 

    "There are plenty of prostheses and integrated devices to choose from." The gremlin chief engineer has the air of a mad scientist about her. She holds up a tablet that displays prosthetic legs in various shapes and sizes for Hestia to choose from. 

    "Don't you think she needs rest first?" I put a hand on Kleihn's head to rein in her enthusiasm. I glance at the chief medical officer, a slightly overweight new human man with a mustache who looks ill at ease. Although he should be in charge of the med bay, he can only stand on the sidelines now that Kleihn seems to have taken over Hestia's care. 

    "Not at all." She responds in a matter-of-fact tone that takes me aback. "Her legs were lost only moments ago, so it's the best time to begin the implanting process." 

    "What do you think, doctor? Can you restore her natural legs?" I ask the chief medical officer quietly, but Kleihn's big fluffy ears twitch at my question. 

    "But-" The moment she opens her mouth to protest, I ruffle her hair and shut her up. 

    "We can grow a new pair of legs from her stem cells. It would take about a week to reach an adult's size, but they would be as good as the original." He replies in a calm tone. Although he gave me the impression of being the nervous type, he is a competent doctor. 

    "Could the same be done for her wings?" I ask, not bearing too much hope. As far as Exia was aware, there was no method to bring back Hestia's wings. The Queen Pelomyx's available technology could be more advanced, so maybe there is a way. 

    "It is possible, but it may have been too long since she lost her original wings for the procedure to work." The doctor glances at Hestia's wing stumps, which are covered in cybernetic attachment points. "We could try and hope for the best." 

    "Then do it." I command, and he nods to prepare the procedure. Then I turn to Hestia, who wears a confused expression. 

    "Why would you deny me the ability to help in your battle?" She asks with a downcast gaze. 

    "You can still have prostheses for now, but I prefer your natural limbs." I caress her cheek, and she nuzzles into it. Although her large feathered wings sometimes got in the way during daily activities, I still prefer them over the unfeeling synthetic attachments she has been using since she lost them. "Especially when peacetime is fast approaching." 

    I give the fallen Fata a warm smile at those words. In my mind, this is the final war in which we will have to fight with our lives on the line. Once the last Old Humans standing against us are dealt with, we will have no more enemies at our level. Our overwhelming might will be a deterrent against all future wars at that time. 

    "Now, choose your prostheses. But don't go overboard." I glance at Kleihn with those words, who doesn't seem to understand the meaning of moderation. I hope this is the last time Hestia will need them. While cybernetics have a certain beauty and aesthetic, I still prefer her natural form. 

      

    As I leave the med bay, my comrades who waited outside swarm me with questions about Hestia's status. When I explain everything, they calm down and breathe sighs of relief. Uten and Saten appear to blame themselves for not being able to protect her since they were so close when it happened. 

    "It was my responsibility." I pat their heads and declare. When I think about it again, I was so close to losing Hestia out there. This is why I didn't want any of them to come, but now that they're here, I have to work harder to keep them safe. 

    Nobody can offer any consolation at my words. They know it's the truth; the war situation is so volatile that nobody can be absolutely confident in their survival. We can no longer face our enemies haphazardly, or we might lose more than a limb or two next time. 

    "All hands to battle stations! The Venus Fleet's main force is approaching! Captain to the CC!" Exia's voice announces through the speakers. Once again, the alarm plays throughout the ship, and we exchange nervous looks before moving out. 

    When we reach the command center, the hologram displays the radar signatures of the enemy fleet. Countless dots are approaching our position from every direction. Each one is at least destroyer-class since small fighters aren't displayed on it. This means we have a veritable swarm of large vessels numbering in the tens of thousands heading for us. And this is merely the edge of the Venus Fleet. 

    "Captain on deck." Rewera announces when I walk in. 

    "Status report." I acknowledge the maid leader's work with a nod and sit in my chair. 

    "Over seventy thousand confirmed blips." Senka responds first, acting as the sensor technician in place of the absent Hestia. 

    "What are our chances in a direct confrontation?" I ask Exia, who turns to me with a difficult expression. 

    "The Queen Pelomyx's experimental shield is very powerful, but it won't withstand that level of combined firepower." She responds with a grim look at the hologram. 

    "They won't need any tactics when they have those numbers." Senka adds without turning around. 

    "If each one of the enemy ships fires a volley of fusion missiles, we could be looking at over a million missiles heading for us from all around." The cloud girl explains. "That will overwhelm our point-defense systems." 

    "So, what can we do?" Uten and Saten ask in unison after sitting in the gunnery officer's chair. 

    "Run?" Neer offers this solution half-heartedly while turning around to me with a nervous smile, earning herself a glare from a fellow new human officer. 

    "Can't you do that thing you did earlier again?" Asoko asks me with an eyebrow raised. She refers to me creating a gravity well that pulled everything in a large area into a small sphere. 

    "It does not work when they engage their atmospheric gravity cores in time." Karina responds, and I turn to her in surprise; I didn't know that. "The Venus Fleet will have adapted to it after their previous loss. They will not be affected unless they get very close to the center of the gravity well." 

    It means that the ships I was able to trap got too close before engaging their gravity cores. If they had them active from the start, they wouldn't have been pulled in from a distance in the first place. It shows that the Venus Fleet's artificial intelligence isn't up to par with human intellect when reacting to unforeseen circumstances. 

    "So, you're saying my trump card is useless against them." I tilt my head at the Witch of the End. 

    "It remains useful against anything without a gravity core - or if you get close enough." She responds calmly, not letting my thinly-veiled accusation affect her mood. I guess I could try moving the gravity well around with me as I weave between the Venus Fleet surrounding us. I haven't tried doing something as complex as that before, but I don't doubt I would succeed on the first try. Still, it's not a definitive solution to the overwhelming numbers we're facing. 

    "You said that the Queen Pelomyx is very fast." I change my approach and turn to Exia. 

    "Don't even think about trying to dodge incoming guided weapons with a ship this big." She preempts me with a frown. 

    "That's not what I meant. You said that this ship has a state-of-the-art relativistic gravity engine." Waving her off, I continue with my line of thoughts. When Neer hears this, she perks up and glances over her shoulder with a giddy look. I shoot her a grin, causing her to duck her head and turn back to her screen in embarrassment. 

    "You don't mean..." The cloud girl gives me a flabbergasted look. 

    "We're running away!" I stand up and declare in a triumphant tone that completely contrasts the content of my orders. "Break through their center and make a dash for the Rhodos station!" 

    "That's such a reckless plan." Exia shakes her head and sighs. But I can tell she's on board with it for lack of a better solution. 

    "What if the Venus Fleet ignores us and proceeds to bombard the Earth from orbit then?" Karina voices a valid concern. 

    "No, I'm confident that Yuna will chase us." I sit back down and declare while peering up at the hologram displaying the Venus Fleet bearing down on us from every direction. "But if you're worried, we could run at exactly their maximum speed after gaining some distance from them." 

    "A space chase, huh? That's the dumbest thing I've heard in a while." Asoko comments with a wry sniff. I know exactly what stupid movie situation she's referring to. 

    "I'm still just as angry about that as you are." I assert with a knowing laugh. Then I grow serious when I see Exia realizing what we're talking about and grimacing. "I know this works because there is no such thing as a hyperdrive that could put them in front of us instantly. If we're faster, we will escape them, right?" 

    The cloud girl thinks about it for a moment, then nods tentatively. If nothing else, at least Alexander's technology can boast consistency when facing things at its own level. Although, once the Reality Engine comes into play, all of that goes out the window. 

    "This could work." Exia says with a nervous grin and types something on her console. An announcement tune plays throughout the ship to gather everybody's attention. "Prepare for relativistic gravity engine ignition. Take us to Solar velocity." 

    "The Venus Shipyards can churn out twelve carrier-class ships every six hours. If it's destroyers, it will be far more than that." Karina speaks up in her usual neutral tone belying the severity of the situation. "A fleet will be coming at us from the front. And if Yuna has the Queen Pelomyx's schematics, those ships will be equipped with the relativistic gravity engine as well." 

    "We'll deal with it when the time comes." I wave off her concerns. 

    "As with all things that have come our way." Aurelia adds in a dry tone. 

    "Yet, we came this far anyway." Leaning back on the captain's chair, I observe everybody's work. "We'll make it through this as well." 

    "Of course!" Hestia's voice suddenly answers behind me, and I turn my head to find the fallen Fata standing in the doorway. She salutes me with a broad smile that seems to say she has something to show me. "Sensor technician Hestia reporting back for duty." 

    With these words, she walks down the platform toward her seat but slows down when passing by me. Her new prosthetic legs are barely distinguishable from her real ones, aside from the fact that they're completely black and have a metallic sheen. Anybody who didn't know her circumstances would think she merely put on thigh-highs. 

    But then I notice the inbuilt stiletto heels on her unnaturally small feet. She's walking on stilts rather than planting her soles with this configuration, and I assume it serves a purpose beyond looking cool. I smile at her choice of making it look like thigh-highs in combination with her short skirt. And I'm aware that she did it because she knows my preferences. 

    Hestia sits down in her seat while giving me a knowing wink. Somehow, she exudes even more confidence in herself than usual. She's aware of her effect on me, and she's making full use of it. Maybe this is what people mean when they say one has to try new things to spice up a relationship. 

    "We have interceptors incoming." But only moments after she sits down, she's faced with the reality of her job. Still, she fulfills it perfectly, with no hint of nervousness in her voice as she announces the enemy's attack. 

    "Ignore them. We can crush through them with our shield." Kleihn's voice responds to her over the comms in a cheerful tone despite the content of her message. But that's not all she patched through to say as she speaks the words I was waiting for. "Relativistic gravity engine is charged and ready. Give the word." 

    I exchange a look with Exia. The cloud girl nods approvingly, and I look up at the large hologram displaying the Venus Fleet's encirclement. A line has been drawn from the center directly through it. 

    "Take us out of here, helmsman." I command in a confident tone. A moment later, the hologram shows that we've begun moving toward the ring of enemy dots at an incredible speed. There is no hint of our acceleration inside the Queen Pelomyx due to the ship's inertia damper, but judging by the radar, we must be going extremely fast. 

    To be honest, it feels a little underwhelming. I was hoping to be pressed into my seat and feel the entire ship shake from the forced acceleration. Instead, it's like an awkward elevator ride. At least the background chatter in the command center as the crew gives short and concise reports on the situation covers that feeling. 

    "Impacts on the shield confirmed. No problems." Kleihn reports through the comms, sounding confident in her delivery. If she hadn't told us about the small fighters ramming into us, we wouldn't have noticed a thing. 

    Everybody watches as we fly right through the cloud of dots. Hestia suddenly informs the gunnery officer of something through her headset. A moment later, he turns around and exchanges words with Uten and Saten, who listen intently and nod in affirmation. It would seem that enemies are coming into range and require retaliation. 

    I bring up a feed of the exterior cameras to see our situation not through a graphic but in real-time. Countless automated point-defense systems across the Queen Pelomyx's surface shoot at incoming missiles while large cannons unleash their conventional and energetic payload at the enemy ships in passing. 

    Massive explosions follow in our wake, mostly from plasmatic projectiles blowing up against our shield bubble or missiles being intercepted by flak. But I spot some Venus Fleet ships getting hit by our weapons and disintegrating in bright flashes. We're like a cavalry charge plowing through lines of infantry. The enemy vessels are slow to react to our sudden breakthrough maneuver, so their main cannons can't keep up with us. 

    This is the kind of space battle I live for. Flashy maneuvers and big explosions are truly fantastic. 

    "We are through!" Neer announces in a relieved tone when we leave the cloud of enemy vessels on the radar behind. 

    "The Venus Fleet is coming about to engage in pursuit." Hestia announces, dampening the blonde navigator's mood. The main display shows that the ring drawn around us seems to be in disarray. Their formation is crumbling as some vessels moving faster than others begin to chase after us. In a situation like this, the slower ships will be left behind and no longer have any impact. Akashic-Yuna will have to disregard them and make use of those that have a chance of catching up. 

    "I see that you have opted to make a run for it." Suddenly, the screen distorts and is replaced by the very uploaded consciousness I was thinking about. Yuna's face now looks too perfect to be real, showing the degradation of her human part within the Akashic Records. It's as Exia feared: Her consciousness must have been assimilated by the artificial intelligence. 

    "We're coming straight for you on the Rhodos station." I point at her and declare in a triumphant tone. 

    "Try your best. You will not outrun the Venus Fleet." Her expression no longer betrays any emotions. She's as cold and calculating as a machine, and that's what I'm counting on. After all, a machine programmed to be superior doesn't need to rely on deception. And from her words, I can tell she doesn't have the Queen Pelomyx's specs in her databank. 

    "We're as fast as your best ships, so it all comes down to the lead we have now." I cross my arms and reply with a self-confident grin. Once again, I'm consciously manipulating every muscle in my face to avoid giving anything away through my expressions. 

    "I look forward to counting how many pieces of you will pass the orbit of Venus." Finally, Akashic-Yuna gives us her usual sardonic sneer, but it looks rather fake now. Perhaps it's merely copied motion data rather than an actual expression of her sense of superiority. I can't help but think that there will be no satisfaction in defeating her when she's like this. 

    "I will see you on the Rhodos station." I reply while tilting my head back. Akashic-Yuna maintains her sneer for a second longer before cutting the feed from her side. When her face is replaced with the radar hologram, I furrow my brow and turn to Exia. "Is she hacking us?" 

    "No, she's using the open channel I set aside for her. I thought we could glean something useful from her this way. She loves hearing herself talk, after all." The cloud girl responds with a shrug. And indeed, we did get some information from her words and attitude this time. 

    "I assume she can't hear us right now." I raise an eyebrow at her explanation. Having an open channel she can give us a video call through at any moment would mean we have to be careful about what we say at all times. 

    "I fixed that when she overheard us the first time. Don't worry." Exia reassures me. If she says so, I will trust her. But one part of me is still skeptical about trying to out-technology the most advanced artificial intelligence in the Solar system. 

    "Just make sure she won't hack us somehow." I state with a sigh and look at the exterior camera feeds to get an idea of our situation. The shield bubble on the Queen Pelomyx's rear continues to light up with impacts, but it looks like it will hold. 

    "That's not how hacking works, senpai. You have seen too many Hollywood movies. She would need a physical extension of her signal on this ship to hack it." With a wry smile, the cloud girl corrects my lacking understanding of anything technology-related. In my previous life, all I knew was how to start up a computer, open a web browser, and run some games. I shrug to show that she's right. 

      

    It has been seven hours since we broke through the Venus Fleet encirclement, and we're about two-thirds the way to the orbit of Venus. I listen to the much calmer command center chatter while switching through the camera feeds. Inside this massive ship, we don't notice even a hint of the mayhem outside. Something compels me to leave the ship and head out to feel the vacuum on my Crawling Chaos skin, but I suppress the urge and glance at my other half sitting on one of the observer chairs on the officer deck. 

    "What is it?" She asks when she notices my gaze. 

    "Just thinking about space." I reply and shrug. 

    "Yeah, it's such a liberating feeling." Asoko admits with a bashful smile as if talking about something embarrassing. "I can't wait to head out again." 

    "Same here." Uten and Saten join the conversation, staring at their screens showing the vast star-studded view of space ahead of the Queen Pelomyx with longing in their gazes. 

    "After this is over, we'll have all the time in the world to frolic in the vacuum." I say with an ironic smirk. While I admit that it feels like I'm at home in the emptiness, it also gets lonely quickly. I'd rather stay earthbound with my girls than live freely in utter solitude. 

    "Stay with us, senpai. We're not out of the woods yet." Exia pulls me back from my reverie, and I look up at the radar hologram to find that we're approaching another group of dots. 

    "More ships?" I squint at it to count the numbers. There must be a few dozen carrier-sized ships, but they appear to be moving out of our path. 

    "They seem to be new designs." Hestia reports after comparing the enemies' shapes and signatures with the databank entries of the Venus Fleet ships we encountered thus far. 

    "Already?" I turn to Exia, whose expression shows that she may have miscalculated the Venus Shipyards' production speed for carriers. 

    "There's nothing to it. We'll get past them and increase our speed." The cloud girl declares, but I can sense the anxiety in her voice. Until we're past the orbit of Venus, Akashic-Yuna can continue to send new ships at us even if they travel slower than the Queen Pelomyx. And at our current speed, that's still more than a day away. 

    Something tells me that Akashic-Yuna either knows the capabilities of our ship or has predicted them to an accurate degree. We obviously can't stand our ground and fight since the Venus Fleet will overwhelm us with its numbers. So if our speed advantage is eliminated, we will be in trouble. 

    "Electromagnetic speedbumps on the radar!" Hestia announces while reading a warning popping up on her screen. She doesn't know what that term symbolizes as she turns to glance at the new human officers on our floor. 

    "Engage emergency brakes!" Exia suddenly shouts, clearly shocked by the fallen Fata's words. Despite the inertia damper installed on the Queen Pelomyx, we feel a jolt as the ship counter-accelerates. It shows the limits of technology in the face of a universal constant. "Change course immediately! 

    "What are we dealing with?" I ask the cloud girl, worried about her reaction. Her grim expression tells me that these electromagnetic speedbumps are far more dangerous than their harmless-sounding name implies. 

    "Those new carriers were kinetic mine layers. They scattered those magnetically shielded steel blocks across a vast area. Against small and mobile ships, they're practically useless, but they're deadly against something as large as the Queen Pelomyx." She explains, and the implications begin to dawn on me. 

    With magnetic shielding, they can penetrate our own shields. And at the velocity we're going, hitting a stationary object would be the same as being shot at with high-speed kinetic weapons. These simple steel blocks might as well be huge railgun rounds. 

    "Course correction won't make it!" Neer exclaims in a despairing tone when she sees more radar blips appear in the path of our new course. Perhaps Akashic-Yuna did foresee that we would run. Otherwise, there's no way she could have scattered that many speedbumps in such a short time. 

    "Shoot a path through them!" The gunnery officer gives the order before Exia or I can make a decision. Shooting at steel blocks only a few meters across each at this distance while we're moving so fast sounds like an exercise in futility, but that's all we can do right now. 

    I watch us quickly approach the tiny radar signatures signaling the electromagnetic speedbumps. Every weapon on the Queen Pelomyx shoots forward in an attempt to create a large enough gap for us to slip through. And it would seem that it shows some effect as the blips ahead of us quickly disappear one after another. 

    "Brace for impact!" Exia announces through the Queen Pelomyx's speaker system to every populated section of the ship. 

    A moment later, we're through the cloud. And immediately, an alarm blares through the command center, and emergency lighting switches on. Everybody begins speaking through the comms to confirm the damages we've suffered, creating a cacophony of voices. I hear the mention of various sections losing pressure, weapon systems being destroyed, and many other technical words being thrown around. 

    "Damn! She got us." Exia grinds her teeth in frustration. Akashic-Yuna didn't deploy these in the Venus Fleet encirclement near the Moon's orbit to lull us into a sense of false security and make us use the relativistic gravity engine. 

    "Calm down! Give me a damage report!" I stand up and order in a booming voice. The confusion in the command center immediately drops by a few levels to a more acceptable degree of hecticness. 

    "We have two hundred and fourteen confirmed hull breaches. Five plasma cannons, eighteen missile tubes, and thirty-two point-defense cannons have been rendered inoperable. Forward hangars three, five, and six are destroyed." The officer responsible for monitoring the ship's internal status gives me a quick summary. "The core section has sustained only minor damages. All critical systems remain fully operational." 

    "Casualties?" I don't waste any time breathing a sigh of relief and inquire of Magnus through the comms. 

    "Six reported dead, twenty-three injured. Still counting." He responds in a grim but professional tone. "Communications to most of the forward sections have been lost, so confirmation will take time." 

    "The repair nano paste will close all the breaches in no time, but we can't risk taking more of these." Exia asserts. Even though the Queen Pelomyx is a truly gigantic ship with the most advanced equipment Alexander ever created, simple weapons relying on simple physics have caused such extensive damage. 

    "You're saying we need to slow down even more." I sit back down in my chair and sigh. These electromagnetic speedbumps won't penetrate our armor if we move below a certain velocity threshold. But doing so leaves us open for the Venus Fleet's pursuit. 

    "Yuna couldn't have scattered them all the way to the Rhodos station, could she?" Asoko brings up a terrifying thought. 

    "Could we go for a detour at maximum speed?" I wonder while looking at the navigation charts on one of my screens. Our predictable path toward the Rhodos station allowed Akashic-Yuna to prepare this trap. 

    "Then the Venus Fleet will head for the Rhodos station in a straight line and confront us there in full force." Shaking her head, Exia denies my idea. Even if we move faster than the current fastest enemy ships, taking a detour would give them the time they need to set up a defensive perimeter around the space station near the Sun's surface. And unlike in open space, we can't avoid a direct battle when we want to reach the Rhodos station. 

    I rack my brain to come up with a solution as the captain, but my lack of knowledge is becoming apparent. At least I'm not alone in not knowing what Akashic-Yuna has up her sleeves. After all, it would seem that the electromagnetic speedbumps, a rather ironic name given by Alexander, were nothing more than prototypes in his databank. The artificial intelligence that has assimilated Yuna's human mind is now deploying new and untested weapons against us. 

    "Enemy signatures detected ahead!" Hestia speaks up and draws everybody's attention. "More electromagnetic speedbumps!" 

    "Helmsman, take us to maximum speed!" I jump up from my seat and roar in a commanding tone, causing everybody in the room to cower in surprise. Then I turn to Exia and stare into her confused starry eyes. "You have the bridge!" 

    Everybody turns to look at me as I storm off toward the door. Once outside the command center, I transform into a shadowy blur and head for the nearest airlock. This is the Queen Pelomyx, and she has to be as powerful as her namesake. I will show Akashic-Yuna that the same technique won't work twice on a Crawling Chaos if it didn't kill them the first time. 

    I listen to the radio chatter from the command center through my headset as I emerge outside the Queen Pelomyx in my true form. There's clear confusion due to my orders, but Exia is doing her best to calm them down. At this point, all I can ask of them is to trust in my abilities. 

    Ahead of us is the cloud of electromagnetic speedbumps. I extend my hands toward the front, across the nearly a hundred thousand kilometers separating us from the many steel blocks in our path. At our velocity, we have less than a minute before we hit them, so I have to succeed faster than I did last time. 

    As before, I generate a gravity field extending as far as I can see. It begins to pull the electromagnetic speedbumps inward across a large area. The steel blocks merely have phase-inverted shield generators that allow them to pass through our shields and lack their own propulsion systems. They can't escape and are pulled inward before being crushed into a glowing-hot sphere. As before, a super-heated liquid orb is formed at the center of the massive hole opening in the cloud. 

    Only moments later, the Queen Pelomyx passes through the gap unhindered. I can tell that we're accelerating even now, moving at speeds far beyond any of the pursuing Venus Fleet vessels. We're approaching our maximum velocity, shedding any pretense that the current ships in Akashic-Yuna's arsenal could catch up to us. 

    We're heading for her brain, so she will try and stop us with everything she has. The speedbumps were akin to pebbles strewn across the ground in an attempt to slow a juggernaut. I wonder what other obstacles she will try to throw in our path. 

    But it matters not; I will sweep them aside all the same.

  


   
    Chapter 202 - Damage Control 

      

      

    "Captain on deck." Rewera diligently announces when I enter the command center through the door. The atmosphere inside the room is one of hope and relief. Everybody who isn't busy with their job turns to regard me with reverent expressions. 

    "You did it." Exia stands up and congratulates me with a nod. I know she had no doubts about my success. 

    "Sensors ahead of us are clear." Hestia reports in a professional tone, but I can see that she's wearing a smile. She's filled with pride for my achievement and the recognition I'm getting from the crew. 

    "At our current speed, we'll pass the orbit of Venus in a little over two hours." Neer notifies us in a hopeful tone. Akashic-Yuna has to change her approach now that her electromagnetic speedbump tactic has been rendered useless, but she doesn't have time left to make something big. Once we're past the Venus Shipyards, she won't be able to catch up to us anymore. 

    "I hope there won't be a Mercury Fleet." I sit in the captain's chair and speak half-jokingly while glancing at Exia. 

    "Mercury no longer exists." Karina speaks up instead. I blink my eyes a few times at this revelation. 

    "Here." Exia inputs something on her console, and one of my screens displays a zoomed-in and dimmed view of the distant Sun. "This is where Mercury should have been at this time of the year." 

    A circular marker appears at the right edge of the Sun's muted corona. There's only empty space, so I don't see the point in telling me where it should have been when Karina already told me that it no longer exists. But then Exia zooms in further and places even more filters over the Sun but not the surrounding space. That's when I see countless tiny dots arranged in a pattern. 

    "It's a Dyson swarm." Senka explains after seeing the feed on her screen. "The Old Humans mined away all of Mercury and turned it into satellites to power the Reality Engine." 

    "Something like that." With a sigh, Exia states in a regretful tone. "Only a small part of that Dyson swarm was constructed for the initial activation of the Reality Engine. Afterward, Elaine used all of Mercury's mass to create what is now known as the Mercury Screen." 

    "Her again." I'm glad that Kerry isn't here right now because my tone of disgust must have been palpable. "Why did she need to do that when the Reality Engine can generate infinite energy?" 

    "I don't know. Maybe it required more energy to reach the point where it could power itself indefinitely." Scratching her chin thoughtfully, the cloud girl tilts her head up to look at the hologram displaying our empty surroundings. "Much about the Reality Engine is shrouded in mystery. I think it's a deliberate obfuscation on Elaine's part." 

    "That is because the Reality Engine is not what you think it is." Flann suddenly appears in our midst and declares in her usual emotionless tone. She turns to me and seems to stare into my soul. "Nemesis told you that humanity discovered infinite energy and built the Reality Engine to turn imagination into reality." 

    "That's a little different from what we learned. The Reality Engine is what gives us infinite energy, but it required an initial burst of power to activate." Exia scrutinizes my half-sister's lack of expression with an eyebrow raised. 

    "No, the truth is different yet. Elaine Thermidor and my father made sure to hide it well." She responds with a shake of her head, causing her black hair to sway slightly. I'm not surprised that Mithra kept even Nemesis in the dark. But learning that Elaine worked with Mithra to hide the truth about the Reality Engine comes as a shock. 

    "Why would they need to do that?" The cloud girl sounds skeptical now. It's true that the creation of the Reality Engine led to much suffering and nearly the destruction of all life on Earth. But knowing the truth would have helped old humanity avoid letting it happen again. 

    "Because old humanity's attempt to discover infinite energy ended in catastrophic failure." She reveals, causing Exia to stare in confusion. "That failure necessitated the Reality Engine." 

    "That can't be right. They built the initial Dyson swarm to power the Reality Engine to generate infinite energy in the first place. I have the articles right here." She argues with her brow furrowed while interfacing with the ship computer. Countless scientific journal entries and newspaper clippings appear on our screens. "Being able to turn imagination into reality was-" 

    "A prerequisite for infinite energy?" Karina completes the cloud girl's sentence with a skeptical question, leaving the real statement behind it unspoken. Her expression reveals that she suspected all of this long ago but never had proof until now. 

    "They are fabrications by Elaine Thermidor and my father." Flann's emotionless delivery leaves no room for argument. Exia only stares at her, utterly stunned by this revelation. Learning that the turning point of humanity as a whole was falsified is certainly shocking. 

    "It sounds like the order of things is inverted. So, what really happened?" I speak up and inquire impatiently. 

    "In their attempt to harness energy from a higher dimension, Elaine's team of scientists tore a hole into the wall between realities." My half-sister reveals in a matter-of-fact tone. I hear Exia breathe in sharply as if to refute this claim, but Flann continues before she can talk. "And from that hole poured mindless possibility: Imagination made manifest. That was the reason for the first apocalypse." 

    "How come nobody documented it?" The cloud girl demands to know, visibly perturbed. 

    "Because nobody survived." Flann responds with a glance across both Exia and Karina. "Nobody but Elaine Thermidor, who was the closest to the breach when it opened and was saved by my father." 

    "What about the people on Earth? How could the survivors not remember any of that?" Exia asks desperately, and the truth dawns on me. 

    "She said nobody survived." I interject and brace myself with a deep breath to continue. "Nobody but Elaine." 

    Exia stares at me with an expression of utter dismay. All of humanity died the day reality was torn open. Elaine was the sole survivor, and she rebuilt it all from scratch. She fabricated perhaps centuries of history to seamlessly continue from the day it had been severed. Be it out of guilt, loneliness, or newfound purpose, she created what we now refer to as old humanity. 

    But judging by her dispassionate attitude toward it when Nemesis brought it to the brink during the second apocalypse, she didn't do it out of guilt. Or perhaps she lost all attachment to it when she started to feel superior to her creation. If that was the reason, it would be ironic then that these humans made an, in their eyes, even lesser humanity. 

    That's also why she was willing to destroy Earth in retaliation for Alexander's death. If he was a child between Elaine and a human she had created long ago, he might have been her last perceived connection to this world. Losing him, the only thing she cared about, meant she was willing to reset everything and start from scratch. 

    "The Reality Engine-" Flann begins the next part of her revelation when an alert sound suddenly plays throughout the command center. 

    "Intruders on the northwestern core bridge!" Magnus announces through the speakers, and everybody immediately perks up. The eight core bridges in the cardinal and intercardinal directions of the ship are huge transit halls with security gates and waiting areas. They are the only connections between the detachable core section of the Queen Pelomyx and the massive city section surrounding it. 

    "We have been locked out from the northwestern city section's controls!" The surveillance officer informs us right after. 

    "Status report!" I demand to know. 

    "Robots are attacking the northwestern core bridge. Security is holding them at bay, but our defenses will be overwhelmed at this rate." Comes the more detailed response from Magnus. He takes over the hologram display and shows the camera feed from the core bridge in question. "Their numbers are increasing steadily." 

    "Proxima." I mutter when I see the humanoid robots. Luckily, they are the lesser mass-production models lacking access to the Reality Engine. Judging by their use of firearms and energy shields, their bodies are far less sturdy than even those Alexander brought with him in Arkaim. But what they lack in individual strength, they make up for in numbers. 

    The new human crew members of the Queen Pelomyx number about two thousand, including non-combat personnel such as engineers. The security troops fighting the Proxima on the core bridge will be overwhelmed due to the difference in numbers and specs. Even under the best circumstances, biological organisms cannot compete against machines with their impeccable aim and reaction speed. 

    "Are those what I think they are?" Exia suddenly speaks up while taking a screenshot and zooming in on the chest of one Proxima. "All of them are outfitted with IIF Generators?" 

    The domes embedded in their chests have the three characteristic bowling ball-like holes of the prototype Kleihn showed me half a year ago. Akashic-Yuna must have discovered the schematics and adapted them for use in Proxima. Their range is barely enough to cover their bodies, and they're incredibly heavy, but the drones are tireless machines, so the added weight doesn't cause them any issues. 

    We can count ourselves lucky that Alexander's prototype wristwatch IIF Generator wasn't documented, or we would be faced with impossible odds. 

    Suddenly, another alarm rings out, and everybody looks up at the hologram as it changes its feed to the northern core bridge. This time, the security personnel are engaging a swarm of devils charging down the hall. That confirms that Akashic-Yuna somehow took control of parts of the city section. 

    "Has anybody found out where they're coming from?" I inquire into the command center, addressing nobody in particular. 

    "We can't interface with the north and northwest sections. All systems and sensors there are dark." Senka responds while her fingers fly over her console. 

    "The entire city section is filled with extensive cloning facilities and machine factories." Exia explains while directly connecting to the ship's systems with her computer-like mind. I can see flickering in her starry eyes, showing that she must be working at incredibly high speeds inside the virtual world. "They won't stop coming as long as they maintain a foothold there." 

    "Conventional weapons only go that far against these enemies." Magnus speaks up in a grim tone. He doesn't want to say it, but I know he's asking for help from a supernatural angle. 

    "We will take care of this side." Rolan's voice suddenly comes through the comms. I look up and find him and his party showing up on the camera feed of the northwestern core bridge, where the Proxima are advancing steadily despite the gunfire from the security personnel. 

    Rolan is the Chosen One on par with even Vanadia clones, and Gram has long since surpassed human levels of strength while wielding his extremely heavy shield. Luna's plasma magic is devastating, especially since she can cast it from outside the inhibition fields. Svanhild and Halthor are both Chosen Knights possessing great physical strength and finesse. They have shown their abilities in their battle against Alexander, so I believe they can handle it. 

    "I leave it to you then." I reply with a nod even though they can't see it. 

    "We got this part." Kamii's voice reaches me on my personal line, and I blink my eyes. It seems she doesn't know how to switch to the main communications channel. She appears on the feed for the northern core bridge, where the devils continue to recklessly charge toward the entrenched security personnel while being mowed down by their energy weapons. 

    Then Daica and Korenga enter the frame behind her. In an instant, my worries are alleviated now that I know she's not going in alone. I trust that they will take care of these mass-produced Vanadia clones without a problem. And even if Proxima with IIF generators join the devils, and they can't use the Reality Engine, they still have their curses that work beyond the system. 

    "Be careful." Still, I speak these words first rather than give them encouragement. Kamii and Korenga don't seem to think much of it, but Daica turns around and tilts her head back to stare directly into the camera with a frown, knowing that we're watching. It compels me to add something more, after all. "I believe in you." 

    The big dark elf breaks out into a smile before turning away and putting on her gas mask. It shows that she has reached a mental level close to that of her elder sister and learned how to handle me. I sigh in sweet resignation. 

    Another alarm shows that the northeastern core bridge has also come under attack. A mixture of Proxima and devils attack the garrison, which defends the gangway with heavy weaponry. It's a sign that the enemy's influence over the facilities in the city section is spreading. As I thought, it's only a matter of time before it will all fall under Akashic-Yuna's control. 

    "Since I'm not doing much here anyway." Asoko stands up from the gallery behind me and announces with a wry smile. As she walks toward the door without waiting for my answer, she speaks into her radio. "Lenoly. Tamariki. We're heading out." 

    I don't feel the need to say anything to my other half. I know she can handle herself, and she's accompanied by the Bearer of the Flame and a Rangatira. They won't have any trouble facing these lesser enemies. 

    Only moments after she leaves the command center, more core bridges come under attack. At this point, it's clear that the entire city section has been taken over. As my comrades head out to help the garrison defend the pathways to the core section one by one, I sit in the captain's chair, ill at ease. 

    Looking at the situation, I wonder why Akashic-Yuna didn't try to silently sabotage the ship and instead launched a direct attack in wide-open spaces like the core bridges. It's not Yuna's style to come from the front, but perhaps her malice was replaced with inflexible, cold logic in the Akashic Records. Using infinite energy to build Proxima and grow devils might allow her to overrun us with brute force, but there's no deeper plan in that. 

    Suddenly, the entire ship shakes violently, tossing everybody in the command center around. An alarm starts blaring, and the emergency lights replace the normal illumination. The noise of creaking metal echoes throughout the ship, giving me a bad feeling about this situation. 

    "What happened?!" I inquire over the confused chatter in the room. 

    "The city section's gravity cores have activated and are moving in reverse to slow us down." Exia responds in an alarmed tone. "The inertia dampers weren't enough to suppress this massive shift in velocity. The city section has sustained severe structural damage, but the core is still fine." 

    The blaring alarm ceases, and the red emergency lighting switches back to the regular white illumination. Everybody in the command center looks around cautiously, stopping their movements as if afraid that touching their consoles could cause things to break again. For a moment, I bear the naïve hope that things have returned to normal. But then, a familiar voice emerges from the speakers. 

    "You had your fun. But this is as far as you go." Akashic-Yuna announces in a calm tone. I can barely glean any emotions from it, showing that she has already lost herself to the Akashic Records. "Please do continue to struggle, though. It is so very entertaining." 

    It would seem I was wrong; that's definitely Yuna's malice. We already knew that the Venus Fleet made it onto the Queen Pelomyx somehow, but it's now clear that it wasn't merely an autonomous force. Akashic-Yuna is in direct control of this attack. 

    "Is the core section still under our control?" I inquire when a terrible thought creeps into my mind. With full control over the ship's systems, Akashic-Yuna could vent everybody out into space by opening all bulkheads and airlocks simultaneously. Hell, knowing Alexander, there's a self-destruct sequence that she could activate. 

    "If it weren't, we would know." The doll girl responds in a sarcastic tone. 

    "We need to detach." Exia announces in a grave tone. As it stands, we're being beset from all sides on our very own ship. The city section is now only a liability to us. But it's still a decision we can't make lightly. 

    "Will that really be necessary?" I ask the cloud girl, whose eyes dart around extremely quickly, showing that she's working at maximum capacity within the digital world. 

    "Yuna has built a neural network inside the city section using the hull's immense repair nano paste stores." She responds somberly. 

    "In simpler terms, please?" While I know it's urgent, I still want to understand the severity of the situation. 

    "She somehow set up a remote copy of herself on the ship. It's obviously not as powerful as the original Akashic Records, but it's growing and beginning to overwhelm my defenses." Exia admits while pulling a grimace. But the fact that she doesn't even have the time to look at me shows her difficulties in facing Akashic-Yuna's invasion. 

    "Then make the preparations." I nod in agreement, then sigh and shake my head. We will lose nearly ninety percent of the Queen Pelomyx's size, including most of its weapon systems. "Call everybody back into the core section." 

    As if my words warned Akashic-Yuna, the entire ship shakes again. This time, the sound of explosions reaches my ears, and the officer responsible for monitoring the hull's status cries out from his seat. 

    "The city section's weapons are firing at us." He reports as he shares his screen with the main hologram. It shows a schematic of the Queen Pelomyx as parts of the core section turn red one after another in rapid succession. 

    "I have fast-tracked the detachment procedures." The cloud girl's voice emerges from the speakers in the command center. It would seem she doesn't even have the leeway to use her mouth to speak at this point, as her mind is so deep inside the digital world of the Queen Pelomyx's systems. 

    "Everybody is present and accounted for." Magnus's voice announces through the comms from his deck. 

    "Proceed with detachment!" I give out the order immediately. 

    "Release city locks... wait, my memory banks are under attack!" The speakers announce in Exia's voice, and the motionless cloud girl's eyebrow twitches. The fact that even a local copy of Akashic-Yuna could endanger her mind shows how vast the real one's processing power must be. "Quick, detach!" 

    Senka quickly inputs the detachment commands since Exia clearly has her hands full protecting herself. Her stitched fingers fly over the keyboard and hit the accept key, upon which a new alarm blares throughout the entire ship from all speakers. 

    "City section detachment sequence initiated. All personnel, please stand clear of the core bridges. I repeat-" A pleasant female voice announces, but Senka continues to type away and interrupts it. The voice continues in a harsher tone lacking even the most basic warnings. "Emergency detachment sequence commencing." 

    The doll girl expedited the process and skipped the grace period granted to personnel to cross the core bridges to either side, depending on the situation. Normally, there would be some time before the blast shutters close, but that's too much of an opening for Akashic-Yuna's copy to exploit. It could use the nano paste to block the locks physically or hack the systems to abort the procedure. Luckily, all our people are on the core side already. 

    A tremor runs through the entire Queen Pelomyx, felt even through the inertia damper that kept the personnel relatively safe during the earlier braking by the gravity cores. The areas around the core bridges fold open, revealing the complex locking mechanism between the core and city sections. A quick push from below causes the central structure to move upward and away from the massive snowflake-shaped city. 

    "The network invasion has been cut off." Exia's voice comes from the speakers, showing that she isn't letting her guard down even now. 

    "The relativistic gravity engine is rebooting after the earlier brake. We can only use the gravity core to move." Kleihn announces through the comms in a distressed tone. That means the city section can keep up with us and continue to fire its weapons. 

    "The Venus Fleet is approaching!" Hestia adds to our long list of problems. "Long-range missiles are already away!" 

    "The shields may hold against fire from the city section, but not the whole of the Venus Fleet." The gremlin chief engineer informs us. 

    "I'll take care of this once and for all." I stand up from the captain's chair and declare. Everybody stares at me in wonder and confusion, unable to imagine what I'm going to do. "Kleihn, concentrate on the relativistic gravity engine and nothing else." 

    "Aye, captain." She responds in a cheerful tone. It's an expression of her joy at being trusted by me. 

    "Senka, you have the bridge." I announce while glancing at Exia, who still remains inside her computer mind. It appears that the hacking attack on her personal memory banks is still ongoing. "No need for anybody to accompany me." 

    I preempt Hestia's enthusiasm to join me. I'm not going out there to fight a space battle but to put an end to this whole situation. The fallen Fata judges the seriousness in my gaze and merely nods. I leave the command center and make my way to the nearest airlock. 

    "It would seem that I let down my guard too much." I get a direct call from Exia over the comms as I ride the elevator to a lower deck. 

    "What happened?" I wonder in a cautious tone. 

    "Yuna got a foothold inside me. Not the local neural network but the real deal." The cloud girl's voice sounds resigned. "It would seem that was her aim all along when she hacked into the ship. The copy established a direct connection to the Akashic Records inside me." 

    "Then you just have to kick her back out, no?" I don't let my thoughts show through my voice and step out of the elevator as it reaches its destination. 

    "I don't think I can. This may be it for me, senpai." She replies, and I can imagine her smiling wryly despite her dire words. "I've already disconnected from the Queen Pelomyx, so there's no danger of the ship being hacked through me." 

    "I don't remember having a kouhai that would give up so easily!" I declare in a booming voice as I step into the airlock. The alarm for decompression plays, and I continue speaking through the radio inside my head. "Your opponent is a measly artificial intelligence with some Yuna flavor! Why are you spouting such words of weakness?" 

    Exia remains silent for a while as I exit the airlock and float away from the core section. The city section keeping pace with us continues its barrage, but the shields hold. Still, the core's hull is already marred by smoldering holes from before it detached and activated its shields. 

    I turn to look at the approaching missiles from the chasing Venus Fleet in the vast distance, then peer past those at the massive armada even further out. 

    "To live up to being your kouhai, I'll try until my last breath." The cloud girl finally says, sounding more self-confident. 

    "Do or do not. There is no try." I extend my hands forward and use gravity to take hold of the long-range missiles coming toward us. They're pulled in by the gravitational field appearing in their midst and swing around like a spaceship would around a planet. Some collide with each other and explode. Others fly off into the depth of space. And a few head right back where they came from. 

    "Hah, you're right!" Exia exclaims in joy. Then she sighs audibly before gathering her resolve. "I will do it, senpai. Witness me!" 

    With these words, she cuts off the connection to fight her own battle. My lips curl up into a smile, and I close my eyes. Even though Exia is far older than me, with more life experience and real-world knowledge, she still considers me her senpai. But it would seem that in situations like these, I have a chance to live up to the title. 

    I zoom in on the massive fleet coming after us. Although I don't have the mind to count their numbers, there are more than appeared on the radar when we broke through their encirclement near the Moon's orbit. Their overwhelming firepower could scour a planet of all life within seconds. The diminished Queen Pelomyx, even with its powerful state-of-the-art shields, could never hope to stand up to it. 

    Even with gravity at my disposal, I don't think I could put a big enough dent into the Venus Fleet. While I concentrate on maintaining a single gravity well and draw in a few thousand vessels, the remaining armada would turn the Queen Pelomyx into space dust. But my resourcefulness helped me survive to this point, and it will carry me through to the end. 

    Extending my hand toward the city section, I generate a gravity well in the hole where the core section used to be. Since gravity cores are designed to move according to gravitational fields, the ship instantly pulls itself apart from the inside. The eight arms of the snowflake-shaped city section begin to fold in on itself, causing external and internal explosions that spew debris everywhere. I can see the nano paste desperately trying to fix the damage, but it's already too late. 

    Within a minute, the massive ship disintegrates into countless pieces before my eyes. Crystals and blobs of nanomachines form into various shapes as they float in the vacuum of space, trying to reconnect with the whole. They remind me of mindless Crawling Chaoses, trying to fumble their way toward food. 

    Waving my hand, I create a gravity field far behind the debris field. It sucks what remains of the city section toward it, accelerating them to a relativistic velocity. Karina taught me that one can create gravity fields with the force of black holes. And since black holes can suck in even light, they can technically accelerate mass to a relevant fraction of the speed of light. 

    I close my hand into a fist and let go of the gravity field, which promptly disappears. But the debris continues flying, their trajectories intersecting where the center of the miniature black hole used to be before spreading out into space. I didn't do this to scatter the remains of Akashic-Yuna's local neural network or as a poetic gesture toward the Queen Pelomyx's remains. The shards moving at perhaps a tenth the speed of light are traveling toward the approaching Venus Fleet. 

    Crossing my arms, I watch with grim satisfaction as the cosmic shotgun blast reaches the ships leading the chase. Their shields are far weaker than those of the Queen Pelomyx, so the debris acts like the electromagnetic speedbumps that put us into this situation in the first place. As the explosions cascade through the Venus Fleet, I revel in the poetic justice. 

    I see the enemy ships fanning out to the sides to avoid being caught in the catastrophic chain reaction of debris destroying vessels and generating more high-speed debris. They all react simultaneously, showing that they use Akashic-Yuna's unified artificial intelligence. But she now knows that there are drawbacks to everything moving as one. 

    The side on which more ships are making it through becomes my focus, and I extend a hand to generate a gravity well in their midst. Their gravity cores may protect them from being pulled in, but they all swing around its center as if orbiting it. Since the source is so small, they crash into each other before they can adjust their directions. 

    I repeat this left and right, keenly feeling the distortion of space itself as if it were happening on my very skin. It would seem a Crawling Chaos has more than a sense for the lights of life. As the progeny of a cosmic being, it's only natural that we can see and feel everything going on in space. 

    "You are getting there." Flann's voice speaks in my head, and I spin around in surprise. My half-sister floats beside me, expressionless as ever. Yet, I can sense the encouragement of an elder sister in her words. Even if she's vague about it, I understand what she's referring to; I can feel my horizon expanding far beyond the confines of my human perception. "But you can do so much more than that." 

    "I can tell." I respond in my thoughts, knowing that she can hear them. It's a different connection from what I share with Senka, like another channel on the radio. But it goes deeper than the unexplained telepathy that the doll girl possesses. There's something connecting all of our kind behind it all. 

    I close my eyes and focus my mind on my surroundings, sensing the movement of every little object in a vast area around me through my body. It's similar to the life sense, but instead of seeing the lights, I feel like I could reach out and touch the physical objects. 

    "Why do you not try to do just that?" Flann whispers in my ear, even though I can tell she didn't move from her position. She's like the devil on my shoulder, goading me into doing something ill-advised. 

    I break out into an abyssal grin and let go of my inhibitions. Reaching out before me with all my being, I take hold of every little fragment in space and move them with my mind alone. Even the largest ships are caught in my grasp, unable to escape the pull. But it's not a matter of gravity now; I have become space itself, moving reality with my thoughts. 

    "Yes, just like that." My half-sister speaks in her usual tone, but it certainly gives me an encouraging feeling. 

    The still numerous ships of the Venus Fleet, all being pulled toward the center of my focus, release an almost cloud-like swarm of fighter craft in a last-ditch effort. As they fly toward me, they seem to shape into a gigantic face reminiscent of Yuna. She looks desperate and enraged as she struggles toward me. Or maybe it's merely an illusion as I perceive the mind behind this attempt. 

    With a gesture of my hands, the entire fleet swirls about faster than should be physically possible. Countless smaller and then bigger explosions cascade through the vortex of debris. I cup my hands together as if trying to grasp everything, and the storm of metal and heat gathers at the center. 

    And the spectacle ends in a whimper rather than a bang. 

    When I open my hands, a tennis ball-sized sphere of metal floats in front of me. Even though I pulled everything inward many thousand kilometers away, it's now right in front of me. Maybe I teleported the matter in that vortex, like how Flann and Mithra do it with themselves. But this isn't an action I could explain to myself even if I wanted to. I could only hope to replicate the sensation next time I get the chance. 

    That's when I realize the ultimate truth about what it means to be a Crawling Chaos. It's not that our kind operates outside the limitations of the Reality Engine; it's that the Reality Engine can't limit us. Now that I have abandoned all self-imposed control, I can see into the heart of the matter. 

    If I'm right, then nothing in this dimension can stop me now. 

    "You have taken your first step into the world of your origin, sister." Flann declares in a noticeably proud tone. 

    "I do feel like I've reached a higher level of understanding." I respond while grasping the small sphere the Venus Fleet turned into. It should be incredibly heavy, but I can't tell in space. I doubt I can take this back as a souvenir. 

    When I turn around to return to the Queen Pelomyx, I find that she has disappeared. I look everywhere, but even within my expanded consciousness, she's no longer around. 

    "Wait... huh?" I mutter in the lonely vacuum of space and exchange a flabbergasted look with Flann beside me.

  


   
    Chapter 203 - Endless Space 

      

      

    "Why have we activated the relativistic gravity engine?!" Hestia demands to know of Kleihn over the comms in an angry tone. "Our Queen is still out there!" 

    "It wasn't me!" The gremlin chief engineer argues in a desperate tone, less out of fear of the fallen Fata than confusion at the situation. 

    "The command came from the CC." Senka looks at the logs on her screen and reports, causing the atmosphere in the room to sharpen. 

    "Something is wrong with Lady Exia." Rewera pulls everybody's attention to the executive officer, who appears to be literally rooted to her chair. Her cloud hair seamlessly connects to her seat, and a few strands project into the console before her. Light flickers rapidly inside her eyes, showing that she's working inside the digital world. 

    "She has been hacked completely!" Senka realizes and types away on her console to lock Exia out of the system. She finds that the cloud girl is attempting to access the airlock override to flush the entire ship now that she has been found out. "Get her away from the console right now!" 

    Rewera is the first to react as she bridges the few steps between her and Exia before grabbing her arms. But an electric discharge runs through the maid leader and sends her flying across the command center and into a wall. 

    Before anybody else can move, a mass of darkness interspersed with blood-red streaks rolls across the platform and engulfs Exia. Asoko takes hold of the cloud girl, ignoring the lightning running through her body. With the precision and strength of a Crawling Chaos, she cuts through all the physical connections to the console and the chair before pulling Exia away. 

    But when Asoko returns to her human form with the limp cloud girl locked in her arms, she finds that her hair is turning into tendrils and expanding outward in search of technology to connect to. 

    "Isolate her!" Uten and Saten cry out when they recognize the phenomenon in Exia. Now they understand why she can hold such a vast amount of information in her body. Much of her mass is made up of nanomachines, and especially her hair must be comprised of it. As long as she can touch the ship, she can interface with it. 

    "I'll take care of it." Asoko says and floats up half a step before surrounding Exia and herself in a luminous sphere. It's a light barrier, blocking the cloud tendrils from leaving the area. 

    Everybody holds their breaths for a moment, fearing that Exia will break out of there by turning herself giant. But when nothing of the sort happens, and the hair merely continues to feel its way around sluggishly, they breathe a sigh of relief. 

    "That's distracting." Senka finally comments when she looks at the floating Asoko with Exia in her arms illuminating the otherwise dim command center. The Crawling Chaos shrugs in response, showing that she can still hear her. 

    Rewera gets back up, displaying the famed Rangatira adaptability through the scorched holes in her spacesuit. She looks down at the damage, then silently excuses herself to replace the suit. Everybody watches her disappear through the automatic door in awkward silence. 

    "What now?" Finally, Neer speaks up and looks around the room nervously. "The captain is still out there, but we've already moved over half a million kilometers from where we left her." 

    "We have to go back." Hestia demands in a commanding tone. "Plot the course, Neer." 

    "No, we continue on our way. We barely passed the orbit of Venus, so another fleet could be coming to intercept us." Senka speaks up, causing the fallen Fata to turn and glare at her. But the doll girl withstands the angry gaze without as much as a twitch of her eyes. Chaos left the bridge to her when she departed, so she's technically in command while Exia is out of commission. Still, she changes her tone to a reassuring and confident one before continuing. "Don't worry. She'll catch up to us."  

    Hestia furrows her brow and opens her mouth, then thinks again. They're moving at a relevant fraction of the speed of light, a feat of engineering Alexander can be truly proud of. It's a velocity unmatched by anything in the Old Human arsenal, but nobody can deny that Chaos has made many unthinkable things possible. If there's one person out there who can do it, it would be her. 

    "What's our course?" Senka takes Hestia's silence as assent and turns to Neer. 

    "We're heading straight for the Sun." Comes the navigation officer's vague response, but that gives the doll girl pause. 

    "The Sun? Not the Rhodos station in the Sun's orbit?" She wonders in an alarmed tone. 

    "No, it seems we have been steered directly into the Sun." Neer confirms and turns around to look at Senka with a nervous and jittery smile. She has tears in the corners of her eyes, showing that she's beyond terrified. 

    "It's alright. We're back in control." The doll girl responds while typing something into her console. "Plot a course to the Rhodos station." 

    "Understood!" Neer's face lights up with hope, and she returns to her job. 

    "How will we dock with the Rhodos station?" Kleihn asks through the comms. "I doubt they'll let us in." 

    "Exia would have known what to do." Senka glances at the luminous sphere in which the catatonic cloud girl remains still in Asoko's grasp. 

    "Do not worry. We have plenty of time." Karina floats down from her position above the captain's chair. But she makes sure not to show any signs of usurping the leadership and only stops next to it. "At our current speed, we will reach the Rhodos station's orbit in forty-seven hours." 

    Since they barely made it past the orbit of Venus, they're only about halfway there. The only enemy that could come at them now are ships from the Rhodos station. But since Yuna hacked the Queen Pelomyx to plunge it into the Sun, she might not have anything to send against them beyond the Venus Fleet. 

    "That isn't much time when you think about it." Senka comments and continues to type away on her keyboard to run diagnostics on the systems affected by the Akashic Records's hacking. 

    "I will overcome this." Suddenly, Exia's voice emerges from the speakers, and everybody looks around in surprise. She connected to the open channel to speak since she can't even move her lips. "Senpai believes in me, so I will definitely succeed!" 

    Senka glances at the empty captain's seat with a hint of worry. Chaos may have left command in her hands, but she's not the type to lead. She hopes her trust in her timely return isn't misplaced. 

      

    "Can you teleport us back to the Queen Pelomyx?" I try asking Flann, but she shakes her head, causing her bobbed black hair to float in the weightlessness of space. "Damn." 

    "No, I could. But this is an opportunity to take another step forward." She corrects my misconception and gestures at the radiant Sun with her staff demonstratively. "They are moving toward the Rhodos station and will arrive in two days. You will need to catch up to them in that time." 

    "You can see the Queen Pelomyx from here?" I shade my eyes, but it's a pointless gesture since I'm looking directly at the Sun. 

    "I see everything in this universe." Flann turns to stare at me with her blue eyes and declares in a matter-of-fact tone. Her inscrutable expression shows neither pride nor suffering under the weight of such an ability. "And in these two days, you will learn to do so, too." 

    "That sounds like a tall order. I only started grasping the limits of what I can see." I look around but can't find a single reference point besides the Sun. Without knowing where the planets are, I can't even attempt to zoom in on them with my enhanced vision. 

    "First, you must learn that there are no limits." Flann shakes her head again, speaking patiently as if teaching a child. "Did you not tell Exia something similar earlier?" 

    "Do or do not. There is no try." I mutter to myself, then sniff with a wry smile. It would seem that I'm not worthy of holding expectations of others when I can't live by my own words. "Alright, teach me, big sis." 

    "Big sis..." Flann repeats, her blue eyes widening slightly. I see a spark of emotion as if a distant star exploded in the reflection of the universe within them. Being called this way certainly seems to stir something within her. "You can rely on me, sister." 

    I stare at Flann with eyes round like saucers. For the first time, she shows the hint of a smile, her lips curled up ever so slightly, and her eyes narrowed into an infinitely warm expression that can even blow away the vacuum of space. It's over quickly, fleeting like a breath disappearing into the cold breeze, but I burn its image into my mind. That was an expression I would protect with my life. 

    "We will go to Venus now." Putting on the air of a teacher, Flann gestures past me into the vast emptiness of space. I know we're near the orbit of Venus, but the planet isn't exactly between Earth and the Sun at all times. 

    "Isn't that a big detour?" I look in the direction she's pointing but can't find the planet she's talking about. 

    "Then you will have to hurry up and learn it quickly." Flann's voice sounds emotionless as usual, but I can't help but feel that she's teasing me. 

    "Cut your little sister some slack, big sis." Hanging my head in exaggerated dejection, I sigh into the vacuum. From the corner of my eyes, I see Flann tense up a little when she hears me calling her big sis again. She will need some time to get used to it, I guess. 

    "Try to follow me." Turning away to hide her embarrassment, she begins to fly toward where she pointed Venus out to be. I follow her wordlessly but smile to myself at her becoming noticeably more human as we spend time together.  

    Time passes in silence as I fly after my half-sister in the emptiness of space. My inner clock has been messed up for a while now, so I have no idea how long we have been traveling since we started. All I can see beside the Sun are the distant lights of stars and galaxies. None of the celestial bodies are moving from my point of view, so it's impossible to tell how fast we're going. 

    But it is now that I can feel the truth about how our kind moves through space. We use neither physical exertion nor propulsion, so perhaps our speed is limitless. All we need to do is will ourselves to do it, and we will be able to achieve it. That's what Flann meant when she said that there are no limits. 

    Suddenly, a hand grasps mine, and I look ahead to find a white cloud-covered planet rapidly approaching. Flann pulls me back, and we slow down relative to Venus until we come to a stop at a distance where it fills about half of my vision. I exchange a look with my half-sister, who only stares at me with her inscrutable blue eyes. 

    "How fast did we go?" I ask her, but she shakes her head. 

    "Speed is irrelevant." She lets go of my hand and explains in a neutral tone, though I sense disappointment in her voice. She must have expected that I would learn something from our journey to Venus. 

    "I don't understand." I thought I had finally grasped the truth behind our kind's ability to travel through space, but it would appear that was not it. 

    "It is not a question of speed." Flann says and moves her staff ever so slightly. The next moment, she disappears in a vortex that distorts the stars behind her. When space returns to normal, she's over a hundred kilometers in a direct line behind where she teleported from. "It is a question of where and when." 

    "I can't do that." I furrow my brow and zoom in on Flann's face with my enhanced vision. 

    "Perhaps not exactly like this. But you have your own means to do it." She seems to notice that I can see her even from this distance and closes her eyes to emphasize her point. Then she opens them again and reaches out for me. "First, come here." 

    Suddenly, I feel her touch my cheek even though she's so far away. But when I lift my hand, I find nothing. 

    "How did you do that?" I blink my eyes and stare at Flann. 

    "Come here." But instead of answering my question, she repeats herself and raises her arms in an inviting gesture as if telling me to fly into her embrace. I stare at her blankly, then gather my thoughts and accelerate forward. But Flann's brow crinkles ever so slightly, and she shakes her head again. "No, not like that." 

    "How else? I can't teleport." I stop in my tracks and cross my arms in defiance. This feels like when my classmate Haru, whom I had a study sleepover with, was supposed to teach me math. But it turned out that she was a genius who knew the answers the moment she saw the equations. There was no way for her to teach me something she understood so naturally. 

    "For such small distances, you need not teleport. All you need is... be here." Flann realizes my frustration and tries to find the right words to explain it. But human language is wholly inadequate to express the possibilities of our kind, so I can see why she's having difficulties. 

    Still, her awkward wording does give me a hint, and I take a moment to close my eyes and think about it. She said where and when, which reminds me of the concept of space-time. While I don't understand even the basics of physics, I can at least grasp that it weaves location and temporal progression into a singular concept. 

    Moving through space takes time, but not for Flann and her father; they can be anywhere in no time. That's the concept of teleportation. I feel that I glimpsed the method to achieve something like that when I used my sense of space to take hold of the Venus Fleet and crush them between my palms. 

    Then I remember another hint Flann gave me. Teleportation should require seeing where one is headed, and she said she can see everything in this universe. While I may not have a perception that grand, using my vision in space to see far away may be an expression of it. 

    "I understand now." I open my eyes and feel my horizon expanding. As I grasp another fundamental truth about myself, the universe around me seems to shrink ever so slightly within my perception. 

    Stretching my hands toward Flann, I feel my place in space and take hold of my own form. Then I move myself toward my half-sister like one would move a chess piece on a board. A moment later, I am where I placed myself - right in front of Flann. 

    "Well done, sister." She welcomes me into her arms and hugs me warmly. It's an unexpected gesture, but I reciprocate it. It's just the two of us out here in space, floating against the backdrop of the roiling clouds of Venus, so I feel content like this. 

    We stay in this embrace for a while, and I feel my half-sister's petite frame keenly. Finally, we separate, and I look into her blue eyes that reflect the universe around us. That's when I realize that those aren't reflections but rather gateways into space itself. It reminds me of Karina, albeit less obvious. 

    "What now?" I ask while turning to look at the Sun. Even though I may have learned how to move myself through space from an outside perspective, it doesn't solve the issue that I can't see the Queen Pelomyx from here. 

    "Practice. That is why we are near Venus." Flann explains with an encouraging nod, although her expression remains the same as always. I understand now that she did this to give me a reference point in the vast emptiness of space. For now, I will need to judge distance with something to compare it with, but I need to outgrow this quickly. 

    "How much time has passed since we separated from the Queen Pelomyx?" I wonder before remembering that the radio buried in my head is essentially a smartphone. Pulling it out, I look at the time, although it doesn't tell me much since I didn't pay attention to it when we left. Instead, I'm shocked at the date. "It has been a day already?" 

    We left Earth almost three days ago, and the journey to the Rhodos station should have taken four. I only have one day left to get back to the Queen Pelomyx before they arrive at their destination without me. 

    "It is plenty of time." Flann covers the device with her hand and draws my attention to her instead. "Master this quickly, and you will return there as fast as if I were to teleport us." 

    "Do or do not. There is no try." I repeat the quote to live by and grin confidently. Then I pump my fist and gather my resolve. "Let's do this!" 

      

    "Our scopes have locked onto the Rhodos station." Hestia reports and brings up the camera feed on the main hologram. The darkened Sun fills the entire view, but there's a perfectly circular black dot at the center. If she didn't explain it to be their destination, it could be mistaken for a sunspot. "We are approaching within two million kilometers from it." 

    She looks at the glowing sphere of light floating above the executive officer's chair. Asoko and Exia are inside it unmoving, but the former perks up at Hestia's words. 

    "It's about time that you come back to us." The Crawling Chaos whispers into the cloud girl's ear. The nanomachines making up most of her body have been dormant for a while now, leaving her in a frazzled-looking state. She hasn't talked to them again since the short message through the speakers nearly two days ago, and there are no signs that she heard Asoko. 

    "And the captain still isn't back either." Neer mutters dejectedly and glances at the empty seat behind which Rewera stands dutifully in her new spacesuit with the frilled bow still in her hair. 

    "Just believe in her." Uten reassures the navigator. 

    "She always pulls through." Saten adds. Their voices cause the blonde girl to turn to them in surprise. They haven't been formally introduced to each other, so she feels awkward being suddenly addressed by them. 

    "As always, she gets the good parts." Asoko complains half-jokingly. Nobody else here would consider being stranded in space as a fun experience. Least of all Aurelia, who shoots Chaos's other half a disapproving glare, causing her to duck behind Exia in feigned fear. 

    "Should we stop here and wait for Chloe to return before we make our final approach?" Hestia asks into the command center, talking to nobody in particular. 

    "Energy buildup detected in the Helios Cannon!" The female sensors operator beside the fallen Fata suddenly announces in a frantic tone. "It's ready to fire in three..." 

    "Frontal shields to maximum output!" Senka commands quickly. 

    "No, evade! Concentrate on lateral movement!" Karina raises her voice in alarm for the first time, showing the danger of this attack. "That is not something any amount of shields can withstand!" 

    The Queen Pelomyx, already having slowed to cruising speed, slows further and moves sideways. Since they're still two million kilometers from the Rhodos station, even something shooting near the speed of light takes a few seconds to reach them. Still, despite being only a little over one kilometer across and possessing the most advanced inertia damper, the roughly diamond-shaped core section changes its direction only sluggishly. 

    Everybody holds their breath as they continue to cruise sideways. Then, the screen lights up as their bubble shield is penetrated, and the particle beam barely misses the Queen Pelomyx's hull. Although there is no shaking or any other indication that it was too close for comfort, the command center breaks out into chatter. 

    "Shields down!" 

    "No damage to the hull!" 

    "Energy buildup detected! Second shot incoming!" 

    "Evasive maneuvers! Get at an angle to the Rhodos station!" Hestia commands before Senka can. 

    "The Helios Cannon can shoot at almost one hundred and eighty degrees in front of it. We would have to get within its orbit to reach its blind spot." Karina quickly explains the futility of trying to get outside its firing arc. 

    "How can they almost hit us at this range even when we're evading?" Uten and Saten wonder in confusion. It takes the particle beam over eight seconds to reach them, but in that time, they should have already moved several thousand kilometers from their initial position. 

    "The Akashic Records are predicting our evasive maneuvers." The Witch of the End responds. "The second shot will be even closer than the first." 

    "Activate the relativistic gravity engine! Get us out of here!" Senka orders Kleihn through the comms. The fact that the Helios Cannon only fired now shows that the Rhodos station's target acquisition range is about the same as the Queen Pelomyx's. As long as they stay out of it, it shouldn't be able to lock onto them. 

    "No, continue lateral evasion." But Karina warns them in an alarmed tone. "We cannot outrun the Helios Cannon." 

    "Then what do we do?!" Hestia demands to know in an angry tone. If they can neither escape nor continue to evade, it's only a matter of time before they will be destroyed. 

    "Incoming!" The sensors operator warns them. 

    "Igniting relativistic gravity engine for lateral movement! Brace yourselves!" Kleihn's voice announces through the speakers. In the next moment, the entire ship performs a sideways jump it clearly wasn't built to do. The inertia damper cannot keep up with it, causing everything not bolted to the floor and walls to be thrown around. 

    Asoko and Exia fly through the command center inside the light sphere, hitting the walls and tumbling across the ground like hamsters in a ball. Since the barrier is set with the caster at its center, they at least aren't slammed around inside it. 

    But the other people in the CC aren't as fortunate. Those too slow to activate their seatbelts or even brace themselves are flung out of their chairs. Several officers experience whiplash, and a few sustain broken bones. 

    "Status report!" Senka uses the speakers to make herself heard over the ensuing chaos. 

    "Ouch... Maybe I overdid it." Kleihn's strained voice comes through the comms. "But we avoided the second shot by a large margin." 

    "Energy readings show that it missed us by over two hundred kilometers." Hestia reports while applying remote healing to her fellow sensors operator in the seat next to her. She can't take the time to go around healing everybody under these circumstances. 

    "We cannot repeat this too often." Aurelia looks around at the damage the unexpected acceleration caused. Runa descends from the gallery to help with her water-based healing magic. Kamii, Daica, Lenoly, and Rolan's party offer aid where needed. Korenga, Halthor, and the two Rangatira carry the heavily wounded to the med bay. Everybody contributes so the command center can quickly return to its fully operational state. 

    "Third shot incoming!" Senka sees the alarm pop up on her screen and announces, to everybody's dread. "Dammit, Makoto. Where are you?"

  


   
    Chapter 204 - Moonlight Butterfly 

      

      

    Exia is fighting the overwhelming hacking attack from the Akashic Records. By the time she noticed it, it had already spread so far inside her mind that she had to shut down her bodily functions to concentrate on it. She has no idea what is happening outside, but she can't waste her mental capacity to check. 

    If this were a regular computer, her hands would fly over a keyboard, and she would be typing code to fight the hacking. But since this is inside her mind palace, the attack takes the form of a massive war in a perfect physical simulation. 

    Exia keeps her hair in the shape of a cloud as a pun, but it's not that far from the truth. The knowledge of old humanity that her father left with her has been saved into the nanomachines that make up most of her body. Since she was born frail and sickly, they take the role of most of her original cells. Her main body can't survive without the Reality Engine, which allows her to control those nanomachines with her mind. 

    This physical property comes with the ability to interface with computers through touch or even remote access. Growing in size or dispersing her matter to become a literal cloud is merely her playing around. 

    "Don't underestimate me!" She yells as she materializes a plasma gun in her hands and shoots down at the mass of robotic enemies charging up the hill of one of her mind's fortresses. There are countless copies of her all over the walls, unleashing various weapons at the massive besieging army. 

    Anti-aircraft batteries shoot down incoming jets, missiles fly across the battlefield, and artillery shells explode against the fortress defenses. The enemy's gigantic walkers unleash barrages of plasma that scorch the walls and melt gun emplacements. Many of Exia's avatars are destroyed as new ones emerge from inside the bunkers to take their places. 

    It would be a gruesome sight if not for the telltale signs that this is a simulation. Parts of it even look like the graphics of a video game. Destroyed allies and enemies alike scatter into pixels or fade out of existence. The skybox continues to cycle through day and night or glitch out as Exia battles the Akashic Records for control over even such trivial background processes. 

    This is only one of many battlefields inside her mind palace, which is roughly the shape and size of the Earth. The war rages all over this digital planet with conventional weapons and fantastical inventions. More than half of her domain has been overrun by the Akashic Records, causing parts of her world to be turned into a gray goo. It corrupts her data and converts the stolen knowledge into experimental weapons to be used against her. 

    Missiles destroy swathes of the digital landscape in her brain as she slowly loses ground, and the expanding gray goo soon begins to take over key processes. The Guardian of the Soil is losing control over herself more and more. 

    Everything inside her mind happens at speeds hundreds of times faster than a regular human brain could register. While two days passed in real time, she had been fighting this immaterial conflict in her mind for many years. As the Queen Pelomyx dodges the Helios Cannon for the first time, Exia's largest military base is overrun by a surprise night attack. As the second shot occurs, she's being pushed to resort to scorched earth tactics. 

     She understands that she's on the brink of collapse. At this rate, the Akashic Records will gain control over her physical body in only a few more days inside this space. It could be a matter of seconds in the outside world. And once that happens, her power and knowledge would be in Yuna's grasp, with her unsuspecting comrades none the wiser until she stabs them in the back. 

    "Sorry, but this is as far as I go. You should abandon this ship. I'm going to self-destruct to prevent Yuna from taking over my body." Exia suddenly announces through the command center's speakers. She doesn't even know if anybody can hear her; she's locked inside her mind and can't spare any processing power for external senses. Even delivering this line took her all and allowed the Akashic Records to encroach further on her final refuge. 

    Senka and Asoko exchange a confused glance before realizing that Exia's form is wavering. The nanomachines making up most of her physical form pull together, doubtlessly initiating her self-destruct sequence. 

    "Oh no, you don't." Senka leaps off her chair and runs over to Asoko. "Let me in!" 

    The Crawling Chaos doesn't hesitate for a moment and opens a hole in the light barrier, helping the doll girl up inside. Senka grabs Exia's cheeks to lock eyes with her, upon which her pupils dilate over the limits of her iris before spreading their blackness over the sclera and then her face, forming a butterfly pattern. She rarely uses this ability because it takes a lot of energy, which only eating souls can replenish, but now is the time to give it her all. 

    Her body turns rigid like a statue, and she enters the cloud girl's mind. 

    "It was an honor to serve with you all." The Exia avatar in charge, wearing a general's uniform, declares in front of the gathered Exia dignitaries inside their last bunker. Glum silence permeates the hall at what is about to happen. 

    General Exia raises her fist to let it smash down on the big red button on the podium in front of her. It's a visual representation of her ability to unleash the energy source of her nanomachines, which will explode with the power of a small nuclear bomb. She hopes her comrades on the outside heeded her warning and already evacuated. 

    But suddenly, Senka materializes before her and punches her in the face. A shocked murmur runs through the crowd as the avatar in charge tumbles to the ground. 

    "Why are you giving up like this?!" Crossing her arms, the doll girl stands tall in front of the button and roars at the Exia avatar, who sits up and stares at her in utter confusion. "Has the Old Human with the greatest collection of knowledge run out of imagination?" 

    "I kind of did." General Exia stands up and rubs her bruised cheek, which returns to normal as if it had never been hit. She doesn't even question how Senka is here, given the mysterious abilities Chaos told her the doll girl possesses. "The Akashic Records has taken over most of my data and processes. If I can't access them, I can't fight back." 

    "Are you a computer?" Senka asks in a rhetorical tone and glares down at the general. 

    Suddenly, the ceiling of the bunker caves in, and a massive drill drops into the midst of the last remaining Exia avatars attending the self-destruct meeting. From the hole pours in a flood of hovering machines shaped like squids, with bladed tentacles and many lenses for eyes. 

    "That's pretty derivative, isn't it?" Senka looks up and tilts her head. 

    "Yuna is using my memories to create all this." Exia grumbles as her many copies materialize weapons to shoot at the invading swarm. "In that movie, those things did win in the end, and only a deus ex machina saved humanity." 

    "Fair enough." The doll girl remarks with a frown and watches as the tentacled murder machines run over the last defenders like a wave of metal, creating a bloodbath in Exia's innermost sanctuary. As the last of her copies fall and scatter into pixels one by one, the original is left with no more options. 

    "I have to self-destruct. Get away from here!" General Exia declares in a desperate tone and raises her hand to push the button. But Senka slaps her across the face to stop her. 

    "Pull yourself together!" She yells and grabs the confused cloud girl's uniform with both hands. Some machines turn to Senka and head for her as she continues to speak. "You're the otaku who has memorized over a million anime episodes!" 

    "Hey, behind you!" Exia screams, but Senka ignores her. 

    "Is this the extent of your imagination?" She asks while gesturing behind her at the weapons the few remaining Exia avatars use to fight against the machines disparagingly. "Where is your human ingenuity? Is all you can do copy-paste from your data like a machine?" 

    The tentacles of the flying squid-like robots shake as they approach Senka as if excited to rip her apart. Exia glances between them and the doll girl, lost for words, as her mind uses all the processing power she has left to find a solution. 

    "No!" As the bladed tentacles appear to reach for Senka in slow motion, Exia gathers her wits and declares. The doll girl breaks out into a smile as the machines reach out to grab her. But before they get into range, the cloud girl explodes into light. 

    The earth ruptures and the machines covering the last bunker are violently scattered from below. Rising from the hole in the ground is a giant humanoid mecha with its arms crossed in a pose of defiance. Its color scheme is like Exia's, with cloud-like ethereal hair spilling from underneath the helmet. Sections in its armor open to emanate heat that burns away the gray goo moving in from the surroundings. 

    "Maybe this will be a fate worse than death. But I'll stake my very soul on this!" Exia declares with her starry eyes burning with determination. Her mecha lifts off and leaves behind a rainbow-colored, cloud-like trail. It spreads outward and scatters all the machines it touches, disintegrating them into pixels that fade into nothingness. 

    Exia flies across the landscape of her mind palace, and the rainbow cloud grows to encompass more and more of her world. As the enemies are destroyed, the data her father left her with are erased with them. She can feel her memories getting deleted - the dangerous side-effect of this solution. 

    "This is fine." She smiles wryly and thinks of Chaos in her final moments as long as she can still remember her. After this, she may come out as an amnesiac, if not a completely blank slate, so she wants to savor these memories before the end. 

    "You think I'd let that happen?" Senka's voice suddenly reaches Exia from the lower cockpit seat she doesn't even remember making in the first place. From her vantage point, she couldn't see the doll girl and assumed she had already left her mind palace when she created this mecha. "Nobody messes with memories when I'm around." 

    With these words, she crosses her arms and unleashes the darkness from her eyes in an immaterial burst. Exia's memory corrosion stops, and she watches as the landscape of her mind is restored in the wake of her rainbow cloud trail. Senka somehow pulled back memories that should have already been erased. 

    "You astonish me." Exia leans over her console to look down at Senka.  

    "And you disappoint me." The doll girl replies in a disdainful tone. She peers up at Exia's avatar, who looks thunderstruck by the sudden scolding. "In the end, what you made is still pretty derivative." 

    Senka is referring to the fact that Exia created a giant mecha of all things when she could have erased all the enemies in something akin to an electromagnetic pulse or a shockwave. There is absolutely no need for her to fly across her mind palace like this. 

    "I like these kinds of things, alright?" Leaning back on her seat, the cloud girl retorts with a pout. "And I know senpai does, too." 

    "If only she could see your gallant figure as you retake your memory world." Senka sneers in a tone that implies far more than her words do. 

    "Uhh, don't tell her about any of this." Exia blushes and mumbles in embarrassment. 

    "Look, you even made Yuna play along with this farce." The doll girl points forward at the horizon over which a mecha appears. Parts of it are solid, and others are made of gray goo, giving it a more organic-looking form than Exia's. But the intention behind taking this shape is clear; she wants to beat the cloud girl at her own game. 

    "Come, Exia! See if you can stand up against the Akashic Records in a battle of processing power!" Yuna's disembodied voice echoes across the world. 

    "I'll take you up on that!" With this declaration, Exia pilots her mecha toward Yuna's avatar. Her mecha throws a rocket-powered punch at the enemy, who takes the hit with a section of gray goo that absorbs the impact. At the same time, it delivers a cross-counter that hits Exia's chest armor and bounces off the flat and hard surface. 

    "Yet, she took more damage than was immediately visible." Senka comments in a narrator's tone. 

    "Oi, you're not much better yourself!" Exia complains when she realizes the doll girl just made fun of her chest size. "Whose side are you even on?" 

    As she says that, the two mecha exchange blows with little effect before separating from each other and pulling out new weapons. Exia draws a beam saber while unleashing a rain of small missiles from her shoulder-mounted launchers. Yuna's avatar grows point-defense laser cannons from its grey goo and shoots down the barrage while bringing forth an energy blade of its own. 

    Shooting forward while surrounded by explosions, the battle for Exia's mind and body reaches its final stages. Inside this fantasy, blades of pure plasma can bounce off each other. The two combatants strike and block as if it were a swordfight but take their distance to use ranged weapons like arm cannons and shoulder weapons between clashes. Despite being gigantic machines, their movements are incredibly fast. 

    "This is stupid." Senka mutters and leans back to watch the fruitless battle in this virtual space. It looks like a game now, especially considering the war being waged all around them between the resurgent Exia avatars and the remnants of Yuna's armies. If the stakes didn't involve the potential destruction of the Queen Pelomyx in case the cloud girl lost, she would have already left this digital world. 

    But as it stands, Exia's victory isn't assured yet. After all, the ever-evolving Akashic Records almost won against her at one point. If it overcomes her this time, there may be no way to take things back. To aid her at that point, the doll girl will remain inside this simulation until the end. 

    "I should record this for senpai. She would love to watch this." Overhearing Senka's mumblings, the cloud girl states with a grin. 

    "Yes. You're both stupid." The doll girl grumbles. 

    "It's not a game, though. This is the best way for me to visualize my defiance against the Akashic Records." Exia says with a wry smile. 

    Suddenly, the enemy's beam weapon grazes her mecha's shoulder guard and causes a secondary explosion in the missiles stored inside it. The force throws it off balance, but Exia catches it before it can fall out of the sky. She then opens up a chest cannon that unleashes a scattered beam burning away most of the enemy's gray goo. Underneath it is a skeleton-like mecha with much of its internal circuits exposed. 

    "Now!" Exia uses this opening and lunges forward with her beam saber. It pierces the perceived heart of the enemy mecha and causes a massive explosion that throws her back. 

    When the smoke parts, the enemy has disappeared without even scrap falling out of the sky. But something tells Senka that this isn't over. Exia also seems aware of that and stays on the lookout while the battle continues to rage around them. If this mecha was the brain of the Collective, then its smaller avatars would have ceased to function or disappeared altogether by now. 

    That's when the ground rumbles and rises from below. It cracks open to reveal countless cables made from gray goo running through the earth. Like an exposed wound, it gathers into a pool from which a titanic mecha many times Exia's size emerges. 

    "This looks familiar." Senka tilts her head and stares at the new enemy, which remains submerged below its waist. Growing from the top of its head is a smaller mecha - the one Exia thought she destroyed earlier. It's now clad in new armor rather than gray goo and looks much more similar to Exia's. 

    With a swing of its massive hand, the titanic mecha scatters all the fighters in its vicinity. Enemies and allies alike are crushed and thrown through the air by this god of destruction. Its visor opens to reveal a beam cannon where a human's mouth would be, which it uses to scorch the battlefield. 

    "The larger they are, the harder they fall." Exia comments and flies up to avoid the beam. "A stationary enemy makes for good target practice." 

    With these words, she transforms part of her mecha's back into two cannons that flip over its shoulders. They unleash two purple beams at the smaller enemy mecha attached to the larger one's head. Ionizing electricity crackles in their path due to their overwhelming heat, but a powerful barrier absorbs them. 

    Countless mechanical tentacles break out of the ground and transform into beam cannons. Missile pods open on the titanic mecha's back and shoulders, unleashing a rain of death on the surrounding land. Exia activates her thrusters and dodges everything in midair while shooting back with her weapons that seem inadequate in comparison. 

    "This looks like a proper boss fight now." Grinning with nervous excitement, Exia looks down at the massive enemy and its effect on her mind palace. The sky darkens and unleashes lightning, and an unnatural storm picks up. The battle around them intensifies in response to this change in atmosphere. 

    "You say that, but it's all inside your mind." Senka doesn't let herself get pulled into the mood and shrugs. "How about doing it with the Moonlight Butterfly knockoff?" 

    "I've been trying to." With a wry smile, Exia responds while gesturing behind her. The trail of rainbow clouds that erased the Akashic Records's creations when she first emerged from the bunker still emanates from the back of her mecha, but it no longer seems to affect the enemy. 

    "What then?" The doll girl asks with an eyebrow raised. 

    "I'll have to change the conditions." She points ahead, and her mecha mirrors the movement. Her voice is transmitted outside through speakers, and Yuna stops to listen. "A final battle with everything at stake." 

    With these words, their surrounding landscape begins to shift. Exia's countless avatars scatter into pixels that get pulled toward her mecha. Then, the very world of her mind palace itself begins to disintegrate and get drawn into her. Only the parts already taken over by the Akashic Records remain, and soon, they find themselves in the vastness of digital space. The only things floating here besides Exia and the massive enemy are asteroids and debris - broken and unrecoverable data. 

    Now that the part hidden underground has been dragged out, the enemy mecha's ugly truth is revealed. Instead of legs inside the gray goo, it's directly connected with the network of tendrils that had dug deep into Exia's world. Light pulses through them, and they only move under inertia in the weightlessness of space, showing that their purpose is to transmit data. 

    "There is no more hiding. Either you fall, or I do." Crossing her arms, the cloud girl declares in a determined tone. Whoever gets destroyed now will have no place to retreat to. With everything on full display in this empty space, a direct confrontation staking all of their data and processes is unavoidable. 

    "Very well." Yuna's voice, distorted into a deep mechanical tone, echoes through space even though there should be no atmosphere to conduct sound. "Come. We will end this now." 

    "The relativistic gravity engine has shut down!" Kleihn reports from the engine room in a panicked voice. "I can't say how long it will take to start up again." 

    "Then we have one more shot we can dodge." Hestia asserts in a grim tone. With the Akashic Records predicting their flight path, it will miss the next one since it will overpredict their evasive maneuver. After that, their gravity engines won't be adequate to trick the artificial intelligence anymore. 

    "Two, if I can use gravitational lensing to divert the next one." Karina adds, although her tone doesn't sound too hopeful. Since the enemy's attack moves near the speed of light, she will have to create gravity wells preemptively. It will leave the Akashic Records with enough data to adjust the third shot. 

    "You heard that?" Senka comments after the voices from the command center play out in the mecha's cockpit. 

    "We'll be done before then." Exia replies with a nervous grin while steering her mecha through the enemy's barrage and returning fire. She hasn't succeeded in damaging the small mecha on top of the titanic one, which is most likely the enemy's core. She's chipping away at everything else, but the damage is almost instantly repaired by the vast mass it still has available. This battle is just like the records of old humanity's fight against Nemesis. 

    The core mecha generates an impenetrable shield bubble around itself that blocks everything Exia can throw at it. At the same time, the one below retaliates with countless liquid metal tentacles whipping about to grab her mecha. The cloud girl flies in a zig-zag pattern and shoots many of them down with revolving cannon attached to her wrist. When they threaten to overwhelm her, she quickly activates her thrusters to fly away faster. 

    Yuna's avatar follows her, knocking aside the asteroids and debris in its way. They bounce off its surface without doing any damage, like rain hitting a car window. It continues to shoot beams and missiles at Exia, who has her hands full dodging now that she has shown the enemy her back. 

    "Where are you going?" The doll girl asks, looking around the cockpit where the virtual screen gives her a complete view of their surroundings. Since Exia consolidated her mind palace into her mecha, there's only empty space around them. The debris field provides inadequate cover, and there's nowhere to hide. 

    "I'm charging up an attack." The cloud girl explains while pointing at a moving bar on their head-up display. 

    "Can't you expedite that? This is literally inside your mind." Senka shakes her head and argues. 

    "It's for my peace of mind. I want to believe that I'm doing the best I can!" Exia fires back in a pouty tone. She could easily shoot many nuclear weapons and even the power of a star with a thought, but it doesn't feel like they would be of any use against an opponent who can do the same. It has to be a unique final attack, preferably one unlikely to be countered by the enemy's imagination. 

    Finally, the sound of the charge reaching its maximum rings out, and the cloud girl turns the mecha around. She unleashes a massive barrage from all her weapons at once. Energy beams curve under the influence of her imagination, and missiles avoid the enemy's point-defense lasers to strike their intended targets. 

    "This is it?" Senka makes an almost disgusted face when she sees that it's only conventional weapons, after all. 

    But Exia doesn't respond and continues to shoot until her ammunition is exhausted. The dust and debris kicked up by the destroyed liquid metal tentacles and parts of the titanic mecha's body obscure the area. 

    "No, this is the moment of truth!" She yells out and ignites all of the thrusters for forward momentum. Her mecha shoots through the dust cloud, avoiding the enemy's blindly swinging arms and tentacles. 

    Suddenly, their view is clear, and they are upon the small core mecha on top of the giant's head. It erects a barrier around itself right before Exia crashes into it. However, she plunges her right fist through the shield and into the enemy's chest armor. The momentum separates it from the larger body below before Yuna can transfer control to it. 

    "Don't you dare say it out loud!" Senka demands when she realizes what this move means, but Exia doesn't care. 

    "Erupting God Finger!" She roars and opens her mecha's palm to release her fully-charged final weapon's energy as an eruption of plasma. It instantly heats up and melts the enemy's body from the inside. "Heat End!" 

    The mecha blows up like a balloon before bursting into a million pieces of molten slag that disintegrate into nothingness around Exia. She turns around to find that the titanic mecha floating in space behind her remains unmoving, showing that the core was indeed concentrated in this smaller obvious weak spot. The Akashic Records thought the barrier could shield it from all harm while luring in the enemy, but a perfect defense does not exist inside the cloud girl's mind. 

    With a wave of her hand, everything created by the Akashic Records inside this space dissipates into pixels now that the will behind it has been purged. Then, the asteroid field is cleared up, and all that remains is empty space. 

    "We did it, Senka!" Exia jumps up from her chair and cheers. 

    "Alright. Now that this is done, I'm out." Without congratulating Exia for her hard-fought victory, the doll girl disappears into thin air. 

    "Uhh, you could at least take a moment to celebrate with me." Sighing, the cloud girl sits back down and grumbles. Then, she looks around herself with a lonely smile. "I'll have to leave it this way for now." 

    Her mind palace is now a blank slate even after she regained control over all her data and processes. They're now concentrated in her mecha, floating in empty space. Thinking back to some video games, she could consider this the starting point of sci-fi survival games where one has to build up an automated empire from nothing. 

    "Guess I have something to look forward to once this is over." She remarks while powering down her mecha. With one last look at the ambient emergency lighting in the cockpit, Exia logs out and returns to her real body. 

    "Helios Cannon is firing!" These are the first words she hears when she opens her eyes in the Queen Pelomyx command center. She finds herself in Asoko's grasp, floating inside a light barrier with Senka staring right into her eyes. 

    "Welcome back." The doll girl says, then glances at Asoko. "It's alright now." 

    At those words, Chaos's other half undoes the light barrier and lowers them to the floor. Senka doesn't waste a moment and returns to her seat, but Exia takes a second to adjust to the atmosphere in the command center. Finally, she takes a deep breath and sits in the executive officer's chair. 

    "Emergency stop!" She bellows without hesitation. With her back in action, the command structure is restored, and the helmsman does as ordered immediately. The ship's gravity core stops its momentum as quickly as it can within the limits of the inertia damper. As the Queen Pelomyx slows down, the Helios Cannon's beam misses them by a few hundred kilometers. "How are repairs on the relativistic gravity engine going?" 

    "Don't expect it to be up by the time of the next shot." Kleihn responds through the comms. 

    "Head for the Rhodos station." Exia takes only a split second to make this decision as she performs countless calculations in her mind. 

    "Do you have a plan?" Hestia asks while watching the Helios Cannon charge up the next shot. 

    "Karina, I leave the next one to you." The cloud girl doesn't respond and turns to the Witch of the End floating between her and the captain's chair. Her gaze stops on Chaos's empty seat, but she quickly returns her attention to her screens. 

    The Queen Pelomyx swings around with its slowed momentum from the earlier emergency stop and heads straight for the Rhodos station in the distance. They're still over a million kilometers away, meaning they have a few seconds to react to each beam. But Akashic-Yuna is now aware that Exia is back in control and will adjust her predictions accordingly. 

    The Helios Cannon charges to its maximum capacity and unleashes its particle beam as the ship breaches the one million kilometer mark. Karina generates a gravity field right in front of the Queen Pelomyx's bow, which bends the beam and scatters it around the ship. 

    Still, the command center is flooded with alarms as it didn't deflect everything. Unlike plasmatic beams or physical projectiles, the particles used in the Helios Cannon ignore all but gravitational interference. Countless holes have been punched through the Queen Pelomyx's hull, and many bulkheads seal up automatically when pressure loss occurs. 

    "Breaches on multiple decks. Repair nano paste is working at maximum capacity, but we can't take another one." An elderly-sounding male gremlin reports from engineering. 

    "Where is Kleihn?" Hestia inquires in an alarmed tone. The fact that it's somebody other than the gremlin chief engineer speaking is a reason for worry. 

    "She's alright." Comes the answer, although it doesn't sound like it. "An electric discharge from the shield generator short-circuiting knocked her out." 

    "How are repairs on the relativistic gravity engine going?" Exia quickly moves the conversation on, earning a disapproving glance from Hestia. But the fallen Fata knows they can't waste time worrying about Kleihn after one of her clansmen said she's alive. They have the entire fate of the Queen Pelomyx and her crew to think about. 

    "The short circuit knocked out several critical systems. We won't be able to repair the engine in time." The gremlin delivers the grim news. 

    "Next shot incoming." Senka reports, causing a breath of despair to run through the command center. 

    "Evasive maneuvers!" Karina orders the helmsman. 

    "Belay that! Keep going straight toward the Rhodos station." But Exia suddenly cuts in. 

    "I cannot protect the ship with gravitational lensing if we get closer." The Witch of the End argues back but receives a glare from the cloud girl. She's the acting captain, and she won't have her decisions questioned. 

    "What's the plan, boss?" Uten and Saten ask nervously. 

    "Senpai put her trust in me." Exia gives a response that doesn't explain this seemingly suicidal charge. But when she continues, everybody understands. "And I put my trust in her."

  


   
    Chapter 205 - Megastructure 

      

      

    Everything feels so much smaller. 

    As I float through the emptiness of space, I look around and reach out toward the stars. Within my perception, it feels as if my hand is brushing against dust. But it's not my hand, and the distant celestial bodies are anything but dust. 

    "Come back, sister. The others need you." Flann's voice pulls me back to my actual body, and I open my eyes to find my half-sister right in front of me. Her expressionless blue gaze reflects the universe, but I can't see myself in them. 

    I raise my hands, and they appear out of the background of space, taking the shape and color of human limbs. Looking down at myself, I bring my body back into existence through observation. It would seem I almost lost myself to my connection to the universe. 

    "Never forget that feeling." Flann says before turning away and pointing her gnarled staff at the Sun. "But now, you must go to their aid." 

    "I see them." When I follow where she points, my perception allows me to move across the vast distance separating me from the Queen Pelomyx and see her as if she were right before me. Countless holes have been opened in her hull, and debris trails after her. 

    I turn my gaze ever so slightly and find the gigantic Rhodos station before the backdrop of the Sun. On the flat surface of the drum-shaped front section is a massive concave dish with an array of protrusions that light up with energy. It's about to shoot. 

    With a mere thought, I place myself between the Queen Pelomyx and the Rhodos station. From my perspective, it looks as if it could fit the entire station in my palms. But I'm not here to destroy it all at once. Instead, I extend a hand toward it and pluck the concave dish from the drum-shaped front section with two fingers as if it were a flower. 

    The energy meant to be discharged from the weapon scatters when it's suddenly separated from the generators, causing the dish of about a hundred kilometers across to explode from the inside. I draw back my hand and watch as the beam cannon floats away from the Rhodos station and disintegrates into debris. 

    "Impressive." Flann appears in a vortex beside me and comments while watching the spinning remains of the concave dish in the distance. 

    "Didn't think it would work so well." I assert with a satisfied smile. 

    "You are ready to face Nemesis now." But my half-sister's words sound like she's alarmed rather than proud. Her expression is as inscrutable as ever, but I can tell that she's worried that I might jump the gun. 

    But I'm not under the illusion that I've grown more powerful than him. He had so much more time to learn about our kind's abilities than I did. Flann said we have no limits, so I can't even begin to imagine what to expect the next time we face off against the Primordial Terror. 

    "Where have you been, Makoto?" Senka's voice through the comms pulls me from my train of thoughts, and I turn to the ailing Queen Pelomyx. 

    "Sorry that I'm late. But I'm back now." I face the Rhodos station again and take note of a swarm of vessels emerging from its hangars. It's a force far smaller than the Venus Fleet we fought, consisting of only a few capital ships accompanied by a dozen destroyers and a large fighter wing. My life sense can tell they're manned by new humans. 

    "Enemies approaching. How shall we proceed, captain?" Hestia cuts into the channel and asks. 

    "We'll talk inside." I respond and look inside the Queen Pelomyx. Even if the ship is hermetically sealed, the interior is still space. I may not be able to teleport like Flann and her father yet, but I have a similar ability wherein I can move myself anywhere I can see and physically reach. It's my workaround for not yet being able to grasp actual teleportation. 

    When I appear inside the command center right in front of my chair, several people jump in shock. But Rewera, who must have dutifully stood behind the captain's seat during my absence, gathers her wits quicker than the others and announces me. 

    "Captain on the bridge." Her voice booms through the hectic command center and makes everybody aware of my presence. It also serves to calm down the tense atmosphere, doubtlessly caused by the sudden destruction of the massive weapon on the Rhodos station and the fleet coming to intercept the Queen Pelomyx. 

    "Did you just teleport without Flann?" Asoko and the twins are the first to react and ask in unison, causing me to chuckle. Right then, Flann warps into the command center and fixes her blue eyes on me. 

    "I wouldn't quite call it teleportation, but she taught me many things in the last two days. I'll teach you after all of this is over." I glance at my half-sister knowingly before opening my mouth to demand a status report. But before my voice comes out, Uten and Saten interrupt me. 

    "No! We want to learn it now!" They complain in a choir, acting like children. "It's unfair that Big Sis always gets ahead like this!" 

    "That's true." Asoko adds in a quieter tone. As my gaze moves onto her, I see the shadow of envy in her expression, but it's gone when I focus my eyes. 

    "First, we have to deal with that." Senka pulls us back to the present situation. "We don't have many weapon systems remaining." 

    "No, we won't shoot at them. They are manned. We're heading straight for the Rhodos station." I sit down on the captain's chair and assume command. Then I turn to Exia, who appears to have overcome Akashic-Yuna's hacking, and address her with a smile. "Guide us to a hangar the Queen Pelomyx can fit into." 

    "I don't think they'll let us in." The cloud girl responds with an eyebrow raised, but her lips curl up into a grin. 

    "We won't be asking." I speak the words she expected to hear. 

    "Then we'll go for that carrier hangar they so graciously opened for us." Exia types something on her console and uses the telescope to zoom in on the enemy fleet coming toward us. It was large enough to house the kilometer-long carriers, so it should fit the Queen Pelomyx, too. "How is the relativistic gravity engine coming along?" 

    "Just give me a few minutes. I'll have it up and running in no time." Kleihn's strained voice replies through the comms. 

    "What happened?" The moment I hear her like this, I'm filled with concern. 

    "A little electric shock. Nothing to worry about." She replies in a forced-sounding cheerful tone to reassure me. "Hang on for a little longer." 

    I close my eyes to extend my life sense across the Queen Pelomyx and into the engineering bay. The gremlin clan and new humanity engineers are busy like worker ants. Among them, I spot the flickering light of Kleihn's life as she crawls into one of the relativistic gravity engine's many openings to do repairs. 

    "You have five minutes." Exia seems to grasp my intentions and speaks up. Without opening my eyes, I nod to her and move myself to the engine room right behind Kleihn, whose little butt is sticking out from the open panel on the machine. Everybody else in the room who notices me gasps in surprise and stops doing their work. 

    "Kleihn, come out for a moment." I call out to her, but she seems too engrossed in her task to hear my voice. Her short fuzzy green tail waves in the air as she continues to repair the engine with audible clicking and clanging. "Kleihn?" 

    "Your Majesty." The other gremlin clan members gather around and bow before me, then stare at the swaying butt of their Maid Corps representative. From their complicated expressions, I can tell they feel uncomfortable about something. 

    Without further ado, I stroke Kleihn's tail to get her attention. Her hips jump, and I hear a loud bang, followed by a moan of pain. Knowing exactly what happened, I instantly feel sorry and help by pulling her out of the opening. 

    That's when I see what the others were worried about. The little gremlin maid's green hair is scorched and frazzled, and her face has been burned black. The left sleeve of her overalls is ripped open all the way up to her shoulder, and so is her arm underneath it. The gash was cauterized by the electric shock she spoke of, making it look even worse than it already is. 

    The other gremlins around me look away with downcast gazes, showing they're ashamed for making Kleihn continue her work in her condition. But I know they had no choice since she's the only one in the clan who can do it. Even if gremlin clan members appear like geniuses that can analyze technology by taking it apart once, she's on another level. 

    "Uhh, Chaos-sama..." Kleihn sits down on the floor and rubs the top of her head when she sees me. Her breathing is ragged, and her eyes show that she's feverish. 

    "Sorry for startling you." I squat in front of her and give her an apologetic smile. 

    "I need to get the engine running." Her expression doesn't show a hint of apprehension at being seen like this. Instead, she motions to crawl back into the engine absentmindedly. 

    "Wait." I caress her cheek to stop her, causing her to blink her eyes in surprise. Then I place my other palm on the wound on her shoulder and heal it as I run it down to her forearm. Within my life sense, I see her light stabilizing, and her breathing calms down. 

    Producing a piece of cloth from the storage space inside my body, I rub the dirt and grime from her face. With a comb, I work her frazzled hair as she squirms under my attention. Finally, her skin is visible again, revealing flushed cheeks from being serviced by me when I'm her queen. When I'm done, I grab her face and force her to look at me. 

    "Never do that again." I speak in a severe tone that startles her. Then I soften my expression and look into her big amber eyes. "You are important to me." 

    Kleihn's mouth drops at my words when she realizes their implication. All the gremlins watching us do the same, and I see some of the new human engineers breaking out into smiles behind them. The former gremlin maid begins to stammer as her eyes swim left and right. This is the first time she has had to think about anything other than technology, so she doesn't know how to react. 

    "You can flirt later. Come back to the bridge." Senka's voice in my headset pulls me from the moment. Apparently, she's speaking over the open channel, as Kleihn's face flushes red upon realizing that everybody in the command center must have been listening in. 

    "Five minutes are up, senpai." Exia adds on my private channel so that she doesn't put the gremlin chief engineer further on the spot. 

    "We'll talk about this later. Keep up the good work." I'm not so easily embarrassed and pat Kleihn's head with a warm smile. "Don't overdo things." 

    With these words, I move myself back to the command center and sit down on the captain's chair without a word. Rewera wonders whether she should announce me, but it's clear that everybody is aware of my presence already. 

    "You're not getting away with saying that you'll teach us later and then forget about it." Asoko points at me and declares in a displeased tone. 

    "Yeah yeah. I'll teach you once we've landed." I wave her off and look at the approaching fleet. "Any communications?" 

    "They're running in silent mode and won't respond to our hailing. Definitely Yuna's orders." Exia responds with a disgusted expression when she mentions the Guide of Tomorrow. If we could communicate with the new humans from the Rhodos station, we could perhaps influence them into joining us. After all, we have much of the Death Moon crew and two Old Humans on our side. 

    "We're going straight through their center then. I'll take care of them." I point at the hangar Exia designated for us. With the regular gravity core, we need over two hours to bridge the distance, giving the faster ships from the Rhodos station ample time to attack us. Since I don't want to destroy them, we will have to rely on the relativistic gravity engine. 

    "Missiles incoming." Hestia announces right as the sensors pick up on the enemies launching a volley of long-range missiles. "Four minutes and twenty-eight seconds until impact." 

    "Point-defense systems are down to sixteen percent." The gunnery officer reports, highlighting the inadequacy of our defenses against this attack. 

    "Shields have been restored but are still charging up." A gremlin from engineering adds. It would seem that Kleihn is too busy fixing the relativistic gravity engine to speak right now. 

    "Don't worry." I extend a hand out into space and wave the volley aside. They veer off their intended course and fly into deep space away from either the enemy fleet or the Queen Pelomyx. Then I close my hand around the swarm of missiles and squeeze, detonating them all at once. 

    From the tentative movements of the Rhodos defense fleet, I can tell they're utterly confused by this sudden phenomenon. The guided missiles should have never left their course and only explode on contact. No human instruments can read my actions, so to them, it must have looked like an invisible target drew the missiles away. 

    "Teach us now, Big Sis!" Uten and Saten bounce in their shared seat impatiently when they sense my movements in space. I smile wryly when the twins pout, and their cheeks blow up like angry pufferfish. They're getting more restless with every further display of my newfound powers. 

    "Concentrate on the situation before us." But I chastise them with an exaggerated wag of my finger. That only exacerbates their impatience, and they glare at me over the backrest of their chair. Luckily, everybody is distracted from this conversation a moment later. 

    "Sorry for making you wait! The relativistic gravity engine is back online and charging!" Kleihn's voice announces through the speakers, and an audible breath of relief runs through the command center. I raise an eyebrow at this but smile in mild amusement. It would seem that my being back wasn't reason enough for the crew to fully regain their hope. 

    "Get ready for ignition." I command, causing everybody to focus again. 

    "Mass driver rounds incoming. Fifty-seven seconds until the first wave hits." Senka reports in a professional tone. She doesn't buy into the hopeful atmosphere in the room and remains alert. Until we're through this situation, none of the crew should relax. "Aaand... they have been deflected." 

    I waved the projectiles away again but didn't need to crush them like with the missiles. An impressed murmur runs through the command center, and I receive envious glares from Asoko and the twins. Ignoring them, I continue with our earlier topic before Senka interrupted us. 

    "Neer, how is it looking?" I address the navigator in charge, who types away on her console. 

    "Got it!" She brings up the route and necessary acceleration to achieve the optimal entry angle on the big hologram. "But-" 

    "Relativistic gravity engine, engage!" Without further ado, I stand up from my chair and gesture ahead even though the people in the engineering bay can't see me. "Helmsman, take us full speed ahead!" 

    "-we can't fit into that hangar!" Neer screams, but the notification sound for the engine activating drowns out her voice. The Queen Pelomyx leaps toward the Rhodos station and shoots straight through the center of the defense fleet's loose formation. On the screens showing the outside, the planet-sized space station rapidly approaches and fills the view. 

    "I think we can open the blast shields and get a direct look at it." I announce with a glance at Exia, who inputs something on her console to follow my tacit order. The hologram disappears, and the massive windows open to reveal a panoramic view of space before us. 

    The filters for the glaring brightness of the Sun are still in place, so all we see of the Rhodos station is a fuzzy black cutout before the radiant backdrop. At this distance, the Sun fills most of our view already, showing the overwhelming size of the celestial body compared to a structure half the diameter of the Moon. 

    Then, we enter the shadow of the Rhodos station's concave reflector shield, and the filters are automatically removed. Only now can we see the details of the massive station and the hangar we're heading for. 

    "Now's not the time to be awed! We can't fit into that hangar! We'll crash if we continue!" Neer finally makes herself heard when silence permeates the command center. 

    "I heard you the first time." But I wave off her concern. "We're going in anyway. Brace for impact." 

    "What?!" Several voices in the room cry out in a choir as we fly straight toward the shielded hangar that is too small for the Queen Pelomyx's bulky shape. It's about two kilometers across, but it bulges near the center due to the skyline-like superstructure. Incidentally, that's also where the command center is located. 

    "Dropping the CC!" Exia announces hastily while her fingers fly over her keyboard. The windows suddenly move upward as the entire command center falls down a shaft. It would seem that it can be moved from the relatively exposed top of the ship toward the well-armored and protected center near the other critical systems. 

    We come to a stop deep in the bowels of the Queen Pelomyx core section. The wall of the shaft before us lights up from a screen displaying the outside, and the hologram reappears to show our approach angle on the hangar. 

    "We're coming in too fast!" Neer cries in terror as the Rhodos station seems to leap at us. 

    "Emergency stop! Everybody brace for impact!" Exia screams, and the engineering bay complies immediately. The relativistic gravity engine stops and then moves in reverse, causing everybody to be thrown into their seatbelts. I remain anchored despite standing up, unaffected by the force even the inertia damper couldn't overcome fully. 

    But our forward momentum continues at a fraction of our full speed. Then, the diamond-shaped Queen Pelomyx rams itself into the square hangar, clipping off the skyline superstructure and scraping against the bottom of the opening. Once again, everybody is slammed into their seatbelts when our ship comes to a complete stop as it lodges itself into the all-too-small Rhodos station hangar. 

    Groaning voices and coughs permeate the command center, but nobody is seriously hurt. I look at the gallery, where everybody was buffeted by airbags. Several pairs of angry glares are directed at me from among my comrades, with Aurelia giving me a particularly passionate one. 

    "Status report." I suppress the urge to laugh at the situation, knowing better than to set off the Golden Queen. Maybe having my horizons removed has also affected my sense of danger and humor. 

    "We're stuck halfway into the hangar." Neer's shaky voice is the first to answer; she was truly scared for her life. I must admit that if Exia hadn't lowered the command center into the core, this might have ended quite differently. 

    "The shields are down, and the relativistic gravity engine blew a fuse again." Kleihn reports from engineering with a tired sigh. 

    "Hey, are you alright?" Just in case, I ask the gremlin chief engineer. 

    "Yeah, nobody here was hurt." She replies quickly, and I can judge from her tone that she's not trying to hide anything this time. 

    "We lost the skyline and much of the ship's structural integrity." Senka speaks up, cutting me off before I can talk to Kleihn a little longer. "We're not getting out of here." 

    "The Rhodos fleet is coming about." Hestia adds to the bad news. 

    "Oh no, they'll roast the Queen Pelomyx's ass." Uten and Saten chime in unison, causing everybody in the command center to stop and stare. I'm the first to break out into laughter and plop back down on my chair. It helps lighten the mood in the room, as some join my laughter nervously while others slump in their seats from the tension leaving their bodies. 

    "What's the plan, senpai?" Exia asks, but her expression suggests that she knows what my answer will be. 

    "They can't shoot at us since it could damage their station. We'll take this opportunity to initiate talks with the garrison." But I announce, to her surprise. She thought we would abandon the Queen Pelomyx and debark with guns blazing. 

    "Won't Yuna or Elaine order them to attack us?" Neer wonders with a somber look. As a Death Moon crew member, she's originally from the Rhodos station. She knows what it's like to live under the command of the Old Humans. 

    "I know that your kind isn't suicidal." I reply to Neer, but I'm also addressing all the other new humans in the command center. "Once they realize that we're willing to talk, they won't heed commands that tell them to throw away their lives." 

    Silence permeates the room at my words. I grasped the Rhodos station's new humanity's nature quite well with this. Unlike the indoctrinated and ignorant humans on Earth, who fight out of fear and zealotry, these people are much more reasonable. They have morals and a sense of self-preservation, allowing them to make certain decisions their kin on Earth can't. It's how the Death Moon crew became our allies. 

    We'll initiate a dialogue with the Rhodos station inhabitants and open their eyes to the truth. Once the garrison is on our side, Akashic-Yuna and Elaine will be alone. It will be difficult to convince them when two Old Humans are breathing down their necks, but I believe that Exia and Karina will succeed. 

    Our two Old Humans open communications with the Rhodos station as I gather my comrades around the captain's chair. Asoko and the twins' intense stares are a constant reminder that they won't let me get away without teaching them these newfound powers of a Crawling Chaos at the next opportune moment. 

    "We came this far, so it's obvious I won't say stuff like that you don't have to come along for the final battle against Yuna and Elaine." I begin, earning several approving nods and ponderous frowns. It brings a smile to my face to see them all stand by me even after witnessing the extent of my powers. "All I can say is... be careful. We're up against the creator of the Reality Engine and a mind that controls this entire space station." 

    "Speaking of which. That reminds me, Flann said something about the Reality Engine before the intruders attacked." Asoko turns to the black-haired girl in question, whose expressionlessness doesn't show her thoughts on being made the center of attention. 

    "I don't think now is the time. We can talk about this once we're in the clear with the Rhodos garrison." Senka waves off my other half's attempt at bringing up a topic that will take a long time to discuss. 

    "Senka is right. We will talk about that later." I nod in assent, but that was the wrong move. 

    "You have no right to say that!" Asoko pokes her finger at my nose. 

    "Yes, Big Sis! You're unfair!" Uten and Saten complain. 

    "I believe we have a right to learn the truth before we head into the unknown." Even Aurelia joins my opposing side. 

    "Talk." Kamii doesn't waste her breath saying any more than that. 

    "I want to know, too." Hestia lowers her head as if apologizing for standing against my decision for once. 

    "Maybe it will be useful for when we have to face Elaine." Daica tries to mediate the situation with a nervous smile. 

    I look at Senka for help, but she only shrugs with a roll of her eyes as if saying I brought this upon myself. If I hadn't spoken up, they might have listened to her. 

    "Don't worry, senpai. You got time. We hailed the Rhodos garrison and await their response." Exia calls out to me from her chair with a wink, thinking she's helping. But I have an uncomfortable feeling that hearing the truth about the Reality Engine will bring us down a path of no return. 

    I let my gaze sweep across the faces of the gathered. Then I sigh in resignation and turn to Flann, who's watching the situation silently. Her blue eyes meet mine, and she seems to grasp what I want to say. Nodding, she turns to the others and waves her staff ever so slightly to gain their attention. 

    "I shall now tell you about the true purpose of the Reality Engine." She begins in her usual emotionless tone, but the topic alone is enough to draw people in. "And the truth about this reality." 

      

    When the apocalypse happened and all life on Earth ended, Elaine was left the sole survivor of humanity. But before she could rebuild, she had to contain the effects of the dimensional rift she and her team of scientists had opened in their hubris. 

    Thus, Mithra helped Elaine construct the Reality Engine. It was neither a machine to allow imagination to turn into reality nor a means to generate infinite energy. It was the very first Imagination Inhibition Field Generator, built to contain the tear in reality that leads to this unknown dimension of raw possibility. 

    Elaine used her mind to transmute all of Mercury's mass into the cube-shaped section and the umbrella-shaped heat shield of what is now known as the Rhodos station. The black cube measuring a quarter of the Moon's size is the Reality Engine. It is operated by the Akashic Records artificial intelligence so that it shall never succumb to human error. 

    Of course, as evidenced by the fact that imagination can still turn to reality with a bit of conviction, the Reality Engine can't contain the dimensional rift completely. But without it, even subconscious ideas and deeply-seated desires would manifest instantly. Without it, a repeat of the first apocalypses would happen, in which the entire Solar system was cleansed of all life when countless imaginations collided in an instant. 

    And that's the reason Elaine remained awake and alert on the Rhodos station since the Reality Engine's creation, monitoring it out of fear that it may falter. Even if it has worked perfectly for over twenty thousand years, she lives in constant anxiety that she will become a victim of her own fears in case it ceases to function. That is the broken person we are going to face soon. 

      

    Everybody remains silent after hearing the final truth about the Old Humans. Back when I met Nemesis, I learned the hidden history of the world. But even that had been merely another layer to a lie spanning twenty thousand years. Even the being that could single-handedly bring old humanity to the brink had been deceived by Mithra - one of only two people in this universe who knew the truth. 

    "What does this knowledge change about what we have to do?" Senka suddenly asks, causing everybody to stare at her in flabbergasted silence. 

    "Indeed. It doesn't change that we need to bring down Yuna and Elaine." I quickly join her train of thought and pat the doll girl's hat. Then I glance at Exia, who sits in her chair, pondering the revelation. "How are talks going with the Rhodos station?" 

    "... ah, yes. The Rhodos garrison has accepted the Death Moon crew's identification. A miracle, really, considering they had been reported dead by Alexander when he lost the station. They're now addressing the situation leading to us being stuck in their hangar." She visibly changes gears in her mind and reports the state of the negotiations. It would seem that hearing the truth laid bare through Flann's emotionless delivery made it easier to accept. 

    I have to wonder whether Elaine made the rebuilt old humanity more naïve. New humanity was definitely created to believe anything Old Humans told them and listen to their commands. Otherwise, the Death Moon crew wouldn't have switched sides so easily after meeting Exia. But the same must have been true when Elaine planted the false history into old humanity. 

    Now that I think about it, all of this makes Elaine and me the only true humans left. Even if Asoko and the twins are essentially alternate versions of me, they are clones in the end. It hurts my head to think that we're the last two members of our civilization. But when I look across the faces of everybody around me, the feeling fades. I'm not a human anyway, and Elaine is a ghost of the past desperately clinging to existence. It's time she makes way for the new generation of life on Earth. 

    "Inform me when you reach a consensus." I smile at Exia, who nods with a tired expression. It shows her mental exhaustion from everything that happened over the past few days, including learning that her people's history was built on a lie. 

    "So, what now?" Kamii raises this question with a thoughtful look up at me. It sounds as if she realized that we can't face Yuna and Elaine with our full force inside the Rhodos station in fear of damaging or destroying the Reality Engine. 

    "Nothing has changed. We just need to add some finesse to our methods." I reply with a wink that causes her eyebrows to drop. That tells me she didn't approve of my flippant answer. 

    "That coming from the person who wedged a giant ship into a hangar too small for it." Senka takes a dig at the fact that I'm not known for my finesse. So far, I've forced many things through might and sheer power of will. While it often worked out in the end, it sometimes backfired with catastrophic consequences. 

    "It'll be fine." With a deflecting laugh, I wave off her concern. I'm learning from my mistakes and won't get ahead of myself this time. 

    "Rhodos Garrison General Willis is willing to meet with a delegation from our side." Exia cuts into the conversation to report on the state of negotiations. 

    "No word from Yuna or Elaine?" I wonder with an eyebrow raised. They should have tried to block all communications and ordered the Rhodos garrison to fight us to the death. 

    "Nothing. Especially Yuna is uncharacteristically quiet." Exia responds with a thoughtful scratch of her chin. 

    "It's a trap, isn't it?" Sighing in resignation, I mutter and smile wryly. 

    "Yes, definitely." The cloud girl concurs with a shrug. 

    The Rhodos station has replicator facilities, so Akashic-Yuna can easily make all kinds of automated weapons from Alexander's database. Elaine has powers on a cosmic scale, and I expect her to attempt to kill us before we approach the Reality Engine. For them to be silent must mean they're preparing something they think we won't be able to escape from. 

    "Let's go meet this General Willis, then. All of you are coming." I look at the people gathered around me one by one. The humans on the Rhodos station are aware of the various races on Earth, so they won't be surprised to see dark elves, a Fata, and demons emerging from this ship. 

    "So we just leave the Queen Pelomyx here?" Exia asks in a concerned tone. 

    "Yes. I doubt she's going anywhere." I reply half-jokingly, smiling wryly as I look around the command center. "Well, most of the crew will remain here." 

    "What if the garrison attacks it in your absence?" Neer speaks up in a concerned tone. 

    "No need to worry. The security will keep her safe." A well-built man wearing a white suit of futuristic body armor that denotes him as a security officer comes up the stairs. He sports a blond crew cut, and a cigar would fit his image perfectly if he weren't a straight-laced and health-conscious athlete. It's Magnus, the tactical officer I've only heard the voice of since he was stationed on a lower floor of the command center. He will accompany us with a security detail from the Death Moon crew. 

    "I trust your judgment." Exia concedes with a shrug. 

    "We'll come back for her once we're done." I give Neer a reassuring smile, then pat the armrest of the captain's chair as if it were part of a living being.

  


   
    Chapter 206 - Space Colony Talks 

      

      

    We silently walk down the corridor to the airlock connected to the Rhodos station gangway. Kerry rides on Korenga's shoulders but has to duck their head to avoid hitting the rims of the bulkheads along the way. The God of Comets has been hiding away in the living quarters all this time, but now that we're leaving the ship, they decided to join us. 

    In the space battles on our way here, we could have used their help, but I knew they were hugging the Golden Raiment and shivering from the fear of facing their mother eventually. When we reach the closed airlock gate where the security detail is standing by to accompany us, I stop for a moment and glance back at my comrades. 

    This is the prelude to the final battle. Regardless of how the negotiations with the Rhodos station humans go, a confrontation with Yuna and Elaine is unavoidable. And I'm prepared for the likely situation in which either of them will launch a sneak attack on us in the middle of the meeting, ignoring casualties among the garrison forces. 

     The airlock gate opens audibly, revealing two rows of soldiers in black armor reminiscent of the Death Moon troops standing at attention on either side of the slightly slanted gangway. They carry rifles but have them pointing up to show that they're not hostile. Waiting at the end of the gangway is a welcoming committee of men and women in officer uniforms. 

    We make for a sizeable group, but the grandeur of the Rhodos station interior easily dwarves us. The gangway fits more than ten people walking side by side, even with the soldiers lining the path. And the arching glass ceiling is more than tall enough for Korenga with Kerry on her shoulders to walk through unbothered. 

    Beyond the glass is the faraway ceiling of the hangar we crashed into. To our left is the energy shield keeping the atmosphere inside, which the Queen Pelomyx's latter third still sticks out through. To the right, the atmospheric haze hides the true extent of the hangar's depth. 

    The Rhodos station's drum-shaped front section is two hundred kilometers across and almost six hundred kilometers long. It's a colony module that was added onto the cube housing the Reality Engine by Alexander about a thousand years ago. The humans living inside it were gathered to aid in his technological pursuits back then and haven't set foot on Earth since. 

    Their culture is based on the modern and advanced amenities Alexander's knowledge provided them. As such, they see themselves apart from humanity back on Earth. But in the end, they still believe in the divinity of the Old Humans and should be rather easily convinced when Exia and Karina speak to them. The two Old Humans in question walk at the center of our group, trying not to stand out for now. 

    We meet up with the Rhodos garrison officers at the end of the gangway. They greet us coldly but politely, showing no hints of resentment for how we parked the Queen Pelomyx. If we had shot at their interception fleet and killed even one of their people, this would have been a very different reception. But their attitude reveals that they follow professional standards and protocols. 

    "I am Colonel Lionel Sosa. I shall be your guide." A stern-looking man in a slightly different uniform from his followers speaks up after the initial greeting. He has a wiry physique that is noticeable even through his clothes. 

    "I am Chaos, Queen of the Dominion. We shall be in your care." I nod with a cordial smile. I note that the colonel doesn't seem to react in any way to learning my title, and neither do his followers. He strictly considers this a meeting with a delegation qualified to negotiate without taking our individual positions into account. 

    "This way, Queen Chaos." Yet, he still uses my title when addressing me, stretching out his arm to gesture to his right in a swift motion before leading the way. 

    Guided by the officers under Colonel Sosa and flanked by their soldiers, we make our way to a massive elevator platform normally used for troop and supply movement. It carries us up a diagonal shaft past many floors until we finally reach a new view. It's a train station with twelve platforms, large enough to allow the movement of thousands of people in a short time. 

    We head for one of the trains hovering on their magnetic rails. My comrades exchange apprehensive glances at the thought that we'll be moving far away from the Queen Pelomyx. We're in enemy territory now, so leaving behind the familiar always raises concerns and anxiety. 

    "Don't worry. I'm with you." I give them these reassuring words loud enough for the colonel and his people to hear me. My senses are trained on our surroundings, so I'll know if there's foul play. As long as I'm here, nothing will happen to any of my comrades. We follow the officers as they lead us onto one of the platforms. The soldiers flanking us stay behind as we make our way to the frontmost wagon before heading back to guard the Queen Pelomyx. 

    When we embark on the train, we find ourselves in a surprisingly comfortable room with curtains on the windows and red seat covers. Considering the Rhodos station most likely never receives visitors, this must be reserved for higher-ranking officers during transit. I can look into the next wagon and see that it's lined with four rows of seats facing each other, where a contingent of over a hundred soldiers sit while packed like sardines. One of these trains could carry well over a thousand troops then. 

    This shows that new humanity could field a huge army, easily large enough to subjugate the entire world through traditional military force. With the Venus Fleet stopping any haphazard ventures into space and the Rhodos garrison conducting a planetary invasion, the Old Humans had all the tools to keep Earth under their thumb even without the Reality Engine. 

    The doors close automatically shortly after everybody embarks. Colonel Sosa and the other officers coordinate our seats and sit near us. It's most likely to gain our trust that they won't attempt to assassinate us by blowing up the wagon. I don't show my thoughts and merely keep my senses peeled. 

    The train begins to move, and we head into a dark tunnel leading deeper into the Rhodos station. Only the engine's quiet humming breaks the silence as everybody processes the current situation. I can tell that some of my comrades wonder how things got to this point. 

    Over the past two weeks, we defeated Alexander and his greatest weapon, Proxima Omega. We witnessed Tokomaha stop the Moon from smashing into the Earth. We fought a massive fleet in space and made our way to the Sun. And now, we're going to sit down with the subordinates of our biggest enemies inside their base to talk. 

    But all these thoughts are wiped away when the dark tunnel suddenly disappears and reveals a massive space drenched in seemingly natural light. The train continues inside a glass tube elevated from the rest of the landscape, which consists of a dense forest that moves into rolling hills in the distance. My comrades walk up to the windows and peer outside in stunned silence. Not one could have imagined seeing this after coming so far through space. 

    "Are we truly still in space?" Hestia asks in an amazed tone. When we look up, all we can see is the Sun shining brightly in a blue sky. 

    "Perhaps this is an illusion?" Rewera wonders while letting her gaze sweep across the vast landscape. "Or were we transported back to our world?" 

    "No, this is all inside the Rhodos station." Exia explains while pointing into the distance. The land curves upward but disappears in the atmospheric haze, showing that this is all inside a massive cylindrical structure. 

    I certainly didn't expect to find nature here. I thought it would be like the Queen Pelomyx's city section, layered as a massive building. Space colonies like this have appeared in various mecha science fiction stories I've read or watched, so it's not hard to come to terms with the fact that I'm inside one such structure myself now. 

    As we travel across the landscape at an incredible velocity, we're glued to the windows in wonder. We must be moving at hundreds of kilometers per hour as we quickly leave behind the forest and reach the rolling hills covered in fields of crops and vegetables. Pastures are filled with livestock grazing on the fresh grass. In the distance, I spot birds flying through the sky. 

    This shows that there's a complete ecosystem within this space colony. With my Chaos senses, I can tell that this section is teeming with light down to the smallest microbial life forms in the very air. Truly, Alexander achieved something remarkable here. Once again, I find myself praising his engineering skills; if he hadn't been such a selfish and vile brat, he could have brought many more innovations to this world. 

    When I look in the direction we're traveling, I see the outline of a huge city in the distant atmospheric haze. It has all the hallmarks of a modern-day metropolis, with a concentration of skyscrapers at its center. The average building height drops the farther out one goes, giving it the appearance of a synthetic mountain. 

    I feel the train dip before a sudden tunnel cuts off our view of the outside once more. I hear several disappointed sighs among my comrades, and my lips curl up in amusement. Seeing these wondrous sights made them forget their worries for the moment. 

    The colonel and his officers don't show their thoughts on their faces when they witness our undisciplined display of emotions. But I can tell that they must be wondering how we operate since we don't seem to have a proper hierarchy among us. The fact that several members of our contingent look childlike most likely only fuels their confusion. 

    Soon, the train slows down noticeably until we enter an underground station and come to a gentle halt. The brightly illuminated platform is filled with hundreds of soldiers awaiting our arrival with their weapons shouldered. This is certainly not a civilian train station. 

    "We have arrived." Colonel Sosa announces as he stands up first. The doors open, and he guides our delegation through. Magnus and several members of his troops exit first to ensure everything is safe, even though I feel it would be safer for everybody if I went first. Both sides carry guns, and it only takes one nervous or zealous new human soldier for this to go south very quickly. 

    But it would seem that the Rhodos garrison is well-disciplined, as I don't see a single frown among the lined-up soldiers. They maintain perfectly neutral expressions as they stand at attention, tensing up when their colonel approaches and only relaxing once our entire procession has passed. 

    We move to a large elevator platform that raises us a short distance to an underground staging ground. It's a massive military hangar filled with engineers servicing various pieces of hardware, such as futuristic-looking tanks and fighter jets. The slightly sloping floor ends in a gigantic open gate that reveals the outside sky in the distance. This must be the Rhodos garrison's main base. 

    The fact that they're willing to show us so much of their military prowess may be an attempt at intimidation. On the other hand, it could be a show of goodwill since we've come all this way into their stronghold with only a small security detail. If they wanted to, they could attempt to apprehend us and use us as hostages to get the rest of the Queen Pelomyx crew to surrender. 

    Of course, that will never happen with my comrades. I don't think I'd need to do anything if it's only the new humanity of the Rhodos garrison attacking us. Even when Proxima are involved, I can trust them to hold their own without my help. 

    The colonel and his entourage lead us between two huge troop carriers toward the nearest wall, where a double-winged door automatically opens as we approach. Beyond it is a much smaller corridor, contrasting the rest of the titanic architecture we've seen so far. Still, the ceiling is tall enough for Korenga to fit through with space to spare. Kerry is now walking on their own two feet, hiding in the middle of our group. 

    The corridor brings us into the administrative area of the base. The doors on both sides are labeled with numbers, and while they have all been closed in anticipation of our visit, I can sense the bustling activity behind some of them. 

    Finally, we arrive in front of another double-winged door that opens for us and reveals a large circular auditorium. A table of the same shape stands in the center, surrounded by rows of tiered chairs. Perhaps two hundred people could fit in here, showing that this is most likely used for operation meetings attended by officers. 

    A door on the other side of the room opens right as we pour inside, revealing another delegation of humans in military uniforms. A relatively tall woman with stern features and graying hair leads them. Her physique shows that she works out even at her advanced age, and her uniform makes it clear that she's a high-ranking officer. 

    "Welcome to the Rhodos station. I am General Tia Willis, commander of the garrison." She walks around the table and introduces herself in a pleasantly deep and firm voice. I don't let my surprise show on my face since I had assumed Willis would be a man and greet her back. 

    "I am Chaos, Queen of the Dominion. Thank you for... having us." Still, I can't help but sound a little ironic, considering the ridiculousness of our current situation. But then I take on a serious tone and nod. "I look forward to reaching a consensus with you." 

    "So do I." Throughout our short exchange, General Willis doesn't show a hint of emotion on her face and maintains a completely professional attitude. We're not here to exchange pleasantries; we met to solve the issue of our violent intrusion on the Rhodos station. 

    She gestures at the round table for us to sit, then heads for the other side. Her entourage follows her quietly, and they stand at the table to wait for us to sit down first. 

    "We'll head back there." Rolan suggests on his own and walks past us with his party in tow toward the observer seats. But I grab his wrist and stop him, causing him to spin his head back in surprise. 

    "No, you sit with us." The seats are limited, so I can't have all my comrades with me, but I think he should be the representative of the humans from Earth. His expression shows that he's both honored by my trust in him and daunted by having to sit face-to-face with these more advanced humans. 

    It takes a bit of time and persuasion in some cases, but I coordinate those who will sit at the meeting table across from General Willis and her entourage. Exia and Karina are obvious choices, and I made Kerry join us even though they wanted to sit with Korenga in the back. Aurelia and Hestia are to my left and right, with Dregana standing behind the latter's chair as Rewera does behind mine. They act in the capacity of personal attendants, much like the soldiers standing behind the general and her officers. 

    In the first row of the tiered seats sit Asoko and the twins. Behind them are Kamii and Daica, sitting at an angle to us near the door we came in through, with the former carrying Senka acting like a lifeless doll. Gram, Luna, Svanhild, and Halthor are in the row behind them. Korenga sits in the rear with her arms crossed, looming like a giant over the meeting. Interspersed across our half of the room is Magnus's security force, standing by in case the talks go awry. 

    Finally, the dialogue can begin, and General Willis makes the first move. 

    "Let me first extend my gratitude for bringing back our people. After the Lord Creator reported their deaths in a gravity engine accident, their families grieved their loss. They will be overjoyed to see them again." She addresses the fact that we're accompanied by the Death Moon crew. Her professional tone barely changes, but it takes on a warmer note. That tells me she's not the robotic type that puts duty before everything. 

    I furrow my brow at the clichéd explanation Alexander gave them. I expected their deaths would be kept a secret, but I guess several thousand new humans from the Rhodos station disappearing on Earth couldn't be hidden. But I don't correct her misconception for now and return the empty phrases. 

    "No, I have to thank them for allowing us to reach the Rhodos station." I glance at Magnus, who stares ahead without showing his thoughts on his face. "We would not have been able to make it here without them." 

    "Let's skip this diplomatic maneuvering and get to the point." But to my surprise, Exia speaks up in an annoyed tone. "You want to know why we came here." 

    "Excuse me, who are you?" The male officer sitting to the commander's left speaks up. He's over a decade younger than General Willis, with light brown hair in a crew cut and a face unused to smiles. It seems he doesn't appreciate somebody who looks like a child interrupting our talk. 

    "I'm Exia Ornstein." She replies in a slightly displeased tone and glares at the officer. Although she doesn't like to play up her status as an Old Human, now isn't the time to hide her identity. 

    "Who?" But to her surprise, the male officer inquires with an eyebrow raised. His reaction is genuine, and I see the same look on the faces of the other officers. Even General Willis doesn't seem to know who Exia is. 

    "It would seem your existence has been wiped from history, much like mine." Aurelia comments with a cold look across the humans then glances at Karina. If they don't know Exia, who went into exile of her own volition, they won't know the Witch of the End either. After all, she rebelled against the false gods at one point. 

    "You must recognize Kerry Thermidor, then." With this, I gesture at the God of Comets, who looks up at me and shakes their helmet-covered head. I know they don't like the attention, but showing that we have Old Humans on our side will help defuse the underlying animosity between our forces. But then I realize that Kerry's expression holds a different meaning. 

    "They don't know me. I haven't been here in a while." They respond when the new humans only stare at the onyx-skinned child in overt confusion. 

    "What is a while?" I dread the answer but ask anyway. 

    "A few hundred years?" Kerry remarks almost casually. Considering they never went into stasis and lived since Nemesis scoured the world, the God of Comets has a very loose concept of the passage of time. But a few hundred years is enough for several generations to have come and passed. 

    "Still, they should know about the child of their leader, no?" I glance at the humans across the table, who watch our exchange in curious silence. 

    "They don't know my mother either. She has no interest in this new humanity, so she has most likely never shown herself to or even interacted with the people of the Rhodos station." The little Old Human explains quietly when they realize they're the center of attention now. Although Elaine is worshipped as the Goddess of the Sun across the world, it would seem that she never interacted with them. Considering her disdain for everything less than the old humanity she recreated, that's not surprising. 

    "Well, that complicates things a little." I sigh and turn to the garrison officers. 

    "Thermidor." But General Willis suddenly speaks up as if her mind finally connected the dots. "The Lord Creator?" 

    The name Alexander Thermidor may not be common knowledge even among the inhabitants of the Rhodos station. Judging by the fact that they call him the Lord Creator, the way he was viewed here was barely any different from how he was treated on Earth. 

    "Yes, Alexander Thermidor was their brother." I breathe an internal sigh of relief at the fact that the conversation can finally move along. 

    "Was?" But the general narrows her eyes and latches onto my phrasing. 

    "Uh oh." Exia makes, although I can tell that she's being ironic. 

    "Yes." I gather my thoughts and answer in a cold tone. "We killed Alexander Thermidor when he attacked our capital with the ship we parked in your hangar. I assure you, it was wholly in self-defense." 

    Silence permeates the room at my words. General Willis stares at me with her sharp brown eyes widened in a combination of shock and disbelief. But then her brow drops, and she scrutinizes my expression. 

    "Perhaps you would believe me if you saw a demonstration of our abilities?" I offer casually, but that only causes her to tense up in alarm. 

    "That will not be necessary." Yuna's voice suddenly announces throughout the room. I can't even find it in myself to be surprised anymore, but everybody else looks around in confusion. "Alexander is indeed dead. And so are all your other gods, Zeke, Xing, Niko, and Kyra." 

    Akashic-Yuna's hologram appears above the center of the round table, peering down at us with an amused expression. A murmur runs through the Rhodos garrison's side at her words. They know the Guide of Tomorrow's face, but hearing that several of their gods died is still unbelievable. That should shake the foundations of their faith in the Old Humans. 

    "And they have come to kill me as well." She continues, her smirk telling me she's confident in her ability to defeat us. 

    "You've given up on trying to free Zeke, huh?" I counter her smug attitude with my own. "Last time I checked, he's still locked inside the Arkheim vault that Alexander tried and failed to breach." 

    "I have no need for losers. He may as well be considered dead after he lost to you lesser creatures." Akashic-Yuna tilts her head back with a haughty smile, but I can tell it's a programmed response rather than her true feelings. How much of Yuna remains in the Akashic Records at this point? "I am now the most powerful existence in this universe." 

    "Do tell where that confidence comes from. We are only a stone's toss away from your core." I maintain an unconcerned expression and look down on the hologram even though it floats above me. "What would happen if I pulled the plug on you?" 

    To my surprise, Akashic-Yuna's smirk turns into an abyss-like sneer of absolute confidence. I'm certain now that she's hiding a trump card she believes can stand up to us, the strongest lineup that brought down even Proxima Omega, possibly the single most powerful creation of Old Humanity. 

    "Do you know the true purpose of the Reality Engine?" She asks with her eyes narrowed in amusement. 

    "Oh, we just heard about that earlier. What with the tear in reality and all." Asoko speaks up from behind, causing Akashic-Yuna's eye to twitch. By that reaction, I can tell there's still a human will inside the computer. My other half looks at me with an expression of feigned ignorance. "What did you say to that again?" 

    "Nothing has changed. We just need to add some finesse to our methods." Kamii repeats the words I said in response to learning the truth about the Reality Engine earlier. 

    "If you know, you should be aware that you cannot touch me." Akashic-Yuna declares with a self-assured grin, but I can see the cracks in her façade. She wanted to deliver a worldview-shattering truth and have us languish in our powerlessness, but we don't seem concerned at all. 

    "We just have to remove you like a brain tumor." Exia declares with a challenging glare. She fought the artificial intelligence's intrusion in her mind palace and successfully beat it back with Senka's help. Given a chance, she will do it again. 

    For a moment, even the fastest processing power in existence can't help Akashic-Yuna come up with a response. She has been blindsided by the fact that we know the truth about the Reality Engine even though, as far as she's concerned, nobody but Elaine should know. 

    "Excuse me, but what is all this about, Grand Augur?" General Willis speaks up in the awkward silence and addresses the Guide of Tomorrow by the title she appears to be known under in the Rhodos station. 

    "Silence, insect!" To everybody's surprise, Akashic-Yuna loses her composure and flares up at the general. Her image glitches out as if in response to her emotional instability, showing there's more of her inside the Akashic Records left than I thought. Maybe she's even fully in control, against Exia's expectations. "Know your place! How dare you question a god!" 

    "She lost it." I sigh with a wry smile and shrug. Then I stand up from my seat and point at her face, causing her to furrow her brow in apprehension. "Just shut up and await your judgment, Yuna. We're coming for you." 

    With a swipe of my finger, I sever the cable of the hologram device and cut her off before she can respond. Utter bewilderment grips the Rhodos garrison after witnessing their god lose her composure, but I take control of the situation. 

    "Hear me, humans of the Rhodos station!" I cross my arms and speak with the enhanced voice of a Fata that echoes directly into the minds of all listeners. "The beings you considered gods were merely humans drunk on their powers. They played with the lives of everybody on Earth and this Rhodos station alike. We have thrown off their yoke back on Earth, and we are here to put an end to their reign once and for all." 

    The new humans sitting across from us stare at me in silent confusion, stunned by my grand announcement. But I can already see the thoughts swirling in General Willis's mind moving toward a conclusion. The indoctrination in the new humanity on the Rhodos station isn't as strong as in those on Earth. They only need a little push. 

    "Here, we have two that your people used to call gods. Exia is the Guardian of the Soil, and Karina is the Witch of the End." I gesture at the two Old Humans to my left and right. Kerry may be the God of Comets in Armeria, but they aren't known much outside that continent. "Back on Earth, Sidonia, the Lady of Brilliance, is already spreading the truth about Alexander and the others. It's only a matter of time before all will know the crimes of the false gods" 

    Exia and Karina keep their gazes lowered in shame. The former had a falling out with her brother, Zeke, and went into exile. The latter helped Aurelia's rebellion and was imprisoned on the Moon. Yet they both must have once been complicit in the games of the Old Humans for them to earn their divine titles. 

    "Show them." But I don't care about that. What matters is that they have joined us now. 

    At my words, Exia and Karina reveal the divine features that they hid so far to blend into our group. The cloud girl's hair tinges with the color of the setting sun as it must look like somewhere on Earth right now. The inside of the witch's straight black hair becomes a window into deep space, glittering with distant stars. 

    Normally, these physical attributes wouldn't be enough to prove their identity. But after all they have been confronted with since our meeting began, the officers of the Rhodos garrison are ready to believe the truth. Seeing Exia and Karina in their divine forms only melts away the last layers of their mental resistance. 

    "Are you aware of the events that transpired in this Solar system in the past five days?" Still, there's one more nail we can drive into the coffin of the Old Human's control over the Rhodos station. Judging by General Willis's expression, I can guess that she knows. 

    "My mother threw the Moon at Earth to avenge my brother's death. She's crazy!" To everybody's surprise, Kerry cries out in a sad and desperate tone. It's rare for the little Old Human to raise their voice toward strangers, much less to talk about their family. 

    "If our comrade, who couldn't join us on this journey, hadn't stopped the Moon, Earth would have been rendered uninhabitable for millions of years." I add with a sideways glance at Hestia, who understands my expression and pats Kerry's helmet to calm them down. "And I'm sure you must have seen the battles we fought against the Venus Fleet on our way here." 

    "Yes, our observatory reported all of those occurrences." General Willis admits, drawing several astonished gazes from among her followers. It would seem that they weren't informed of the situation, and it was kept a secret from all but the highest-ranking members of the staff. "The Grand Augur informed us that it was a war between the gods and the Betrayer. That he tried to drop the Moon on Earth and that the Guardian of the Soil stopped it. That the Mu City Ship you flew had been commandeered by his acolytes in an attempt to attack the Rhodos station." 

    Her voice is filled with confusion and doubt. It's clear to her now that Yuna lied to them about many things, including who steered the Queen Pelomyx. If they had known that the Death Moon crew was with us, they would have never attacked us. 

    "Even now, they still use the Betrayer as a bogeyman, huh?" Exia leans back in her chair with a disparaging scoff.  

    I heard that title from Rolan when he related his meeting with several false gods in their sanctum. When Kamii and Daica sabotaged the gravity core and caused it to nearly drop out of the sky, Alexander and Yuna pinned it on the Betrayer. He couldn't explain to me what this nebulous being was besides an ancient enemy to the false gods that stands for everything foul in the world. 

    "They made Nemesis one of their own that betrayed them and called him by that unoriginal title. Otherwise, their subjects would have questioned why the gods couldn't simply erase this outside force with their godlike powers." Exia explains when she sees my expression and realizes my thoughts. 

    It makes sense for Zeke and the others to use the terror of Nemesis as yet another piece in their game, as ironic as that is. After all, when he first arrived on Earth, the old humanity thought he was a creation that had gone rogue, which led them to underestimate him until he was powerful enough to end their civilization. 

    "Are you saying that the Betrayer is not real?" General Willis wonders, no longer surprised after the series of revelations over the past few minutes. 

    "Oh, he's very real." I answer in Exia's place with a tone of bitter seriousness. 

    Before the general can respond, a soldier enters through the door behind her. All eyes are on him, but he walks over to a male officer a few seats away from General Willis and reports something through whispers into his ear. 

    "Let us all hear what is so important that you would interrupt this meeting." To everybody's surprise, General Willis demands in the calm tone a teacher would employ when she sees students whisper among each other and disrupt the class. 

    "Ma'am, the police have requested support for an ongoing situation in the city center." The officer responds with some hesitation in his voice. He doesn't want to reveal anything about the Rhodos station's internal issues to us outsiders. 

    "What situation would require the garrison to step in?" She inquires with an eyebrow raised. The timing seems too perfect, considering we just invaded the Rhodos station. 

    "An, as of yet, unconfirmed number of humanoid figures in black have appeared and are indiscriminately killing anybody who approaches them. They use, um... whip-like blades that can cut through even riot shields." The officer exchanges a look with the messenger, unsure what to make of it. 

    "Yours?" General Willis turns to me with a frown, but I don't sense accusation in her. 

    "No. And not of the false gods either." But I have a good idea of what the police in Rhodos City are struggling with. I exchange a look with Aurelia beside me, who nods in understanding. Then I address the general again. "We will give you a hand with this." 

    "I appreciate the offer, but we cannot let you into the city. Please remain here as we investigate the claims you have made against the Grand Augur and the Lord Creator." Standing up from her seat, General Willis shows that she's not convinced by our words but is willing to discover the truth herself. 

    "I'm sorry to say, but we must insist." But I get up as well, causing the soldiers standing behind the general to tense up. "This is a matter concerning the Betrayer."

  


   
    Chapter 207 - A Chaotic Diversion 

      

      

    We ride in one of the Rhodos garrison's three transport ships heading for Rhodos City. The vessels have a capacity of fifty people each, and we're packed in here with a platoon of Rhodos garrison troops under Colonel Sosa, who leads the operation. 

    The interior length of the drum-shaped colony is a little under five hundred kilometers, and the metropole stands in the very center. The massive underground garrison base is nearly a hundred kilometers away from the city, but we bridge the distance in less than six minutes. As the transports slow down into silent mode above the suburban sprawl and head for the skyscrapers, I spot people below us walking the streets in blissful ignorance. 

    "ETA thirty seconds." The pilot informs us through the speakers. 

    "Bring us above the landing zone, but stay in the air. We'll take it from there." I try to reason with the colonel one last time. It already took a lot of convincing for General Willis to allow us to join the garrison's response force. And she only did so under the condition that we would stay under their surveillance. 

    "Even if you have experience facing these... creatures, this is still our home. We cannot leave this to you outsiders." The straight-laced Colonel Sosa doesn't show any emotions when he says this, but I can tell he's a prideful person. This concerns the trust that the Rhodos station populace puts in its military. 

    "There is no reason to endanger the lives of your soldiers, colonel." I furrow my brow and protest. 

    "We cannot endanger your lives either, Queen Chaos. You are our guests." He responds in a tone that shows he's not necessarily concerned about our safety. It's merely an excuse to keep us away from the action. 

    "I don't think you understand-" I begin, but Exia raises a hand to stop me. 

    "What Her Majesty is trying to say is that if you needlessly approach those creatures without powers on par with the false gods, all you would be doing is throwing your lives away." She explains while sitting on her cloud to demonstrate said powers. 

    The humans of the Rhodos station can't use the power from the other side. They have been rendered incapable of using their imagination by indoctrinating them into thinking they're incapable of doing it. It's ironic that the population this close to the Reality Engine cannot utilize it. 

    Colonel Sosa stares at Exia but hides his thoughts under his steely expression. There's no question that he must be pondering his decision since he would have immediately refused if he weren't. 

    "We are approaching the LZ." The pilot informs us, putting a time limit on the colonel's contemplation. 

    "We don't need their permission." Korenga suddenly jumps up from her seat and knocks her head against the ceiling of the transport ship, leaving a dent in it. The soldiers around her quickly get up and point their weapons at her nervously, but she ignores them and walks the two steps separating her from the door. 

    "Do not open that door!" Colonel Sosa warns her in a commanding tone and points his finger for emphasis. Of course, Korenga wouldn't be Korenga if she listened to a stranger she didn't care about. 

    Without further ado, she rips the entire deployment door off its hinges as if it were made of paper. Her surprised expression shows that she didn't expect it to be this flimsy, but she doesn't apologize for it and places the door against the wall next to it. The outside brightness shines into the dim cabin, and the fresh air rushes in. The garrison soldiers lower their weapons after watching Korenga break steel with her bare hands. 

    "I'm going ahead." With these words, she jumps out without hesitation. Kerry follows her wordlessly, floating down gracefully with the Golden Raiment around their shoulders. 

    "There you have it, colonel." I give him a wry smile and gesture for Kamii and Daica to come over. "We'll compensate you for the door." 

    Not awaiting his answer, I pull the two dark elves close and step off the ledge. My comrades all follow us in their own ways, jumping out or floating down one by one like parachute troops exiting a drop plane. Only Rolan and his original party members need Asoko and the twins to carry them down. 

    "I see them." Aurelia points at the broad shopping street where police barricades have been erected on both sides. In the center, surrounded by rubble and blood splatters, stand about a dozen misshapen humanoid figures with skin as dark as the void between the stars. 

    "It really is those things." I mutter thoughtfully. When I heard their description, I already suspected it was them, but now I have visual confirmation. 

    Then a building blocks our view as I look down at our landing zone where Korenga has already impacted the ground. Police officers raise their weapons at her and yell their usual phrases, but somebody who appears to be in charge calls them back when he hears something over his earpiece. I land more gracefully next to the Black God and put Kamii and Daica down on their feet. 

    "Ma'am, I hear you are guests of the garrison." A mustached police officer with graying hair walks up to me and says while tipping his cap. He's the stereotypical police chief. 

    "We're taking over this fight. Pull back all your men. These aren't enemies you can take on." I assert in a tone that leaves no room for discussion and walk past him as my comrades land behind me one by one. Our lineup makes for an impressive appearance, so the police chief is stunned into silence. 

    "Only a dozen of them?" Uten and Saten wonder as they land softly. They were the only other people here besides Kerry and me that witnessed Sea Witch Rapania and Nemesis complete the artificial Crawling Chaos. 

    "Don't underestimate your enemies." Asoko comments in a lecturing tone. "I learned that the hard way." 

    She's referring to the fact that she underestimated Niko and was punished by being turned into a popsicle for half a year. But it also applies to me and the mistakes I made along the way. Even now, I have internalized the reasons for my losses, and I won't make the same mistakes again. 

    We walk the short distance to the corner leading onto the shopping street and see the situation from the ground level. Behind the police barricades are countless officers wielding lower-caliber guns meant for crime fighting rather than warfare. I spot several men and women shivering in terror as they hide in cover, clutching their weapons. They're clearly out of their depth since Rhodos City has most likely never been attacked before. 

    "Be careful. We don't know what we're dealing with. Assume that each of them is as strong as me." I say without turning around, keeping my eyes on the slowly shuffling humanoid artificial Crawling Chaoses in the distance. 

    "I hope not." Gram quips nervously when he imagines that we would have to fight a dozen of me. He saw my powers in space, and my destructive potential was far beyond the capabilities of even the Venus Fleet armada. 

    "Let me take the vanguard and test the waters." Rolan says this as he walks past me and draws Roshanee. He's not asking for permission but rather informing me of his decision. I don't feel the need to reply since I trust his abilities. He silently zooms ahead, leaving behind only a streak of light from his sword. 

    The moment he approaches an artificial Crawling Chaos within twenty meters, the creature turns a misshapen faceless head. As if that was a signal, the others near it do the same until all twelve stare at Rolan as he swings his blade at his closest enemy. 

    Its whole body distorts upon noticing the danger the fallen hero poses, and countless spikes grow from it explosively. Rolan abruptly changes his trajectory, showing his expert control despite moving many times faster than the speed of sound. 

    With irregular movements that go against all logic, the artificial creatures chase after Rolan's streak of light. They roll across the ground with their spikes turning into tentacles to facilitate their acceleration. It makes them look like sped-up sentient tumbleweeds that decide where they go rather than letting the wind carry them. 

    "They follow their instincts." Kamii analyzes the artificial Crawling Chaoses' behavior. Although they're much faster than the mindless kind after they were just shed from a parent body, they don't seem to possess any thoughts of their own. Yet, they appear to have some capacity to discern friend from foe, as they avoid hitting each other while pursuing Rolan single-mindedly. 

    "Don't we need to support him?" Daica readies her weapon and asks in a tentative tone. She exchanged her crossbow for a grenade launcher since she noticed how inadequate it was in the battle against Proxima Omega. 

    At those words, Luna walks forward from our group and generates a plasma sphere above her staff. But she holds the spell and readies herself to fire it while watching her lover's light. She can't follow his movements with the naked eye, but the glowing streak left behind by Roshanee informs her of his position and trajectory. 

    "What are we waiting for?" Korenga is clearly holding herself back from charging in when she asks this. She considers those creatures aspects of Mataku, so it's a miracle that she hasn't turned into the Black God yet. 

    "You say they are like you, right?" Lenoly suddenly asks me, and I blink my eyes a few times. She hasn't spoken to me throughout our journey here, so it's surprising for her to initiate a conversation. She continues without waiting for my answer, showing that it was a rhetorical question. "Then they are weak to heat." 

    With these words, she takes off her clothes and reveals her ruby-studded body. I never saw Kyra, the Bearer of the Flame, but Asoko told me that she also looked like she was wearing a bodysuit made from rubies like that. 

    "Let's get this over with and get back on track." My other half joins Lenoly, and Tamariki wordlessly does the same. The trio springs into action at the same time and heads into battle in their own ways. Luna takes that as a signal and releases a plasma beam that slices right through one of the artificial Crawling Chaoses chasing after Rolan. Gram, Svanhild, and Halthor engage as well to support the others. 

    "I'm going." With this statement, Korenga charges forward and turns into the Black God with a roar that shakes the air, leaving only my girls and me behind. 

    "We stay and observe." I raise a hand to stop Kamii and Daica from following them. "And I want your thoughts on this, Senka." 

    She stands beside me, no longer acting like a lifeless doll to avoid scaring the humans. Since she dropped her act, she has been putting on a thoughtful expression, mulling over the situation. I can tell she has been wondering about the same thing that I haven't been able to get out of my head. 

    What did Nemesis create these artificial Crawling Chaoses for in the first place? That's a question I could never find an answer to. He has no need for an army since he's powerful enough on his own. And why would he let them run wild in Rhodos city at this time? Is this merely another game to him, or did he plan something by unleashing these mindless killing machines? Again, if he wanted to cause death and destruction, he could have done so by himself within a few seconds. 

    "A diversion?" Senka mutters, but she sounds doubtful. 

    "What would Nemesis need a diversion for? He can just do whatever he wants." I shake my head. It also occurred to me, but I dismissed it as an unlikely answer. The Rhodos garrison certainly doesn't pose any threat to him, and I don't think the two remaining Old Humans do, either. 

    "Was it in response to our arrival on the Rhodos station?" Hestia crosses her arms and tilts her head back thoughtfully while watching the others battle the creatures of the void. It would seem they have no trouble avoiding their attacks, but a Crawling Chaos doesn't tire and is impervious to slashing attacks. The one Luna cut apart has split into two new ones instead, forcing her to adapt her strategy and use area bombardment. Even Lenoly's flames aren't immediately effective as the creatures change their physical properties to survive the heat. 

    "You have not seen his power. He has no need for any of this." Aurelia denies the fallen Fata in a grim tone. She wasn't there when we faced Nemesis in Quiraqui palace's throne room, so she doesn't know his overwhelming might. It certainly felt like he was in complete control and was merely playing around. At no point did it seem like he had to unleash his true power against us. 

    "Could it be...?" Karina murmurs to herself as if coming to a realization. 

    "What is it?" I stare up at the floating witch, but before she can react, the air in the center of the shopping street distorts before snapping back and revealing a few dozen more artificial Crawling Chaoses. They spring into action a split second later, turning into whirling tentacled blades and spikes as they attack my comrades already embroiled in battle. 

    "They might need help." Daica says and aims her grenade launcher but finds it hard to predict the creatures' erratic movements. As if her words were a trigger, space distorts again and snaps back to unleash another load of enemies even larger than the previous. The entire street is flooded with them now. 

    "If this is a mere distraction, I fear for the real deal." Senka comments. 

    "We're heading out." I raise my voice and point ahead. Then I add in a quieter but almost imploring tone. "Be careful." 

    At these words, those waiting by my side charge forward at their own pace. Daica starts with the already-loaded chemical explosive canisters. Hestia flies into the air and rains down beams of destruction. Kamii runs right in with her cursed arm that should have the power to split the entire colony. Aurelia transmutes the pavement under her feet into golden weapons that swirl around her as she draws Vanadia's Will from her palm. Uten and Saten split their arms into multiple bladed tentacles while maintaining their human bodies so that they don't get mistaken for enemies. 

    I stay behind and visualize the powers I had in space. I know that everything is space, even if it's not a vista filled with stars all around. But it feels harder to use my abilities here in this cramped area after experiencing the freedom of vast emptiness. Expanding my mind, I feel the voids that the artificial Crawling Chaoses appear as in my life sense. With a hand outstretched, I try crushing one of them. 

    To my surprise, my target is unaffected and stops in its tracks to turn around to me. It focuses its abyssal eyeless gaze on me as if confused; it would seem that it felt my interference. Could it be that this power doesn't work against others of my kind? 

    The artificial Crawling Chaos rushes at me silently, focusing solely on the origin of the immaterial attack it felt. It doesn't even notice when Aurelia swings Vanadia's Will in its direction. The monomolecular whips spin in an invisible horizontal tornado that shreds it into dust within the blink of an eye. 

    I look down at my palm, where a sensation of nothingness lingers. It wasn't so much that I touched empty space but rather that the void touched me back in a counteraction. I couldn't grasp it, and it couldn't grasp me. 

    "Attention, combatants! Clear the area!" Suddenly, a Rhodos garrison transport ship flies overhead and announces through its onboard speakers. 

    "Queen Chaos, please call your people back." Colonel Sosa calls out to me from behind as he approaches while flanked by four soldiers in power armor. 

    "What is this about?" I glance between the battlefield and the colonel with a worried expression. 

    "The Grand Augur announced that she has sent us aid. Look!" He points at the sky above the city, where a black sphere about ten meters across floats down through the clouds. I zoom in with my eyes but can't tell what it is besides smooth and metallic. 

    "Is that..." Exia appears to realize something as her eyes widen. She gasps in terror, then turns around on her cloud and flies away without another word. 

    I look after her in confusion, then peer up again to see the sphere turn over and reveal three holes like those in a bowling ball. They flicker and light up from the inside, and I understand her actions now. It's an Imagination Inhibition Field generator that must have a gigantic area of effect, considering its size. 

    "The inhibition field doesn't affect your physical abilities, right?" Senka asks me in a worried tone while keeping her big blue eyes glued on the descending IIF generator. At those words, a terrible realization hits me, and I raise a hand toward the sphere to crush it. However, nothing happens; it registers as another artificial Crawling Chaos within my spatial awareness and resists my influence. 

    The sphere must be coated in an artificial Crawling Chaos. That means Akashic-Yuna is working with Nemesis! 

    I quickly unleash a plasma beam from my palm that flies up at the descending device. However, it disperses into nothingness a few meters away from the target, showing that it's also shielded electromagnetically. 

    "What are you doing?!" Colonel Sosa loses his countenance for the first time and raises his voice. Even though he heard what we said about the false gods, he can't let go of his beliefs so easily. Surely, hearing that Yuna sent them aid in their time of need has blinded him to the possibility that this is a trap. At least I'm certain it's meant to sabotage us in our fight against the artificial Crawling Chaoses. 

    "Hestia, shoot that thing down!" I ignore the colonel and call out to the fallen Fata while pointing up. Hestia disengages from the battle against the abyssal creatures when she hears my voice and follows my finger with her gaze to find the IIF generator descending more rapidly with every passing second. 

    "Stop! I cannot let you do that!" The colonel draws his gun and points it at me, upon which the soldiers by his side follow his example. Rewera steps into the line of fire to shield me, her dark red eyes glaring at the officer. The towering maid leader's intimidating appearance causes the soldiers to falter. 

    I don't even need to turn around to know that Hestia is attacking the sphere. She will never hesitate when a stranger tries to stop her from fulfilling my order, even less so when they threaten me with a weapon. 

    "My weapons show no effect, Chloe!" But to my surprise, Hestia calls out to me in a desperate tone, and I look up. The lasers in her wing prostheses should be able to heat up the sphere and destroy its internal circuits, but the artificial Crawling Chaos covering its surface must be adjusting to resist the heat. 

    "The Grand Augur's aid is not something so easily destroyed by demons." Colonel Sosa announces triumphantly while looking up at the IIF generator. I can tell that he isn't a bad person speaking out of spite; he was merely dragged into this situation too big for him to comprehend. His expression and body language show that he's confused and clinging to what he believes he understands. 

    "Everybody disengage!" I boom across the street. But before anybody can react, I physically sense the effect of the inhibition field descending on our surroundings. It shows itself directly when Kerry's Golden Raiment stops floating around their shoulders and drops to the floor. 

    However, Aurelia's hair droops, and her armor and floating weapons scatter to the floor, leaving her naked and defenseless. Rolan emerges from his super speed at the worst timing and sustains a deep cut across his thigh that sends him rolling across the pavement. Lenoly's flames cease, causing her to fall out of the air and tumble into a police barricade. 

    Luckily, for each person rendered powerless, there is at least one other who can protect them under these conditions. Uten and Saten ram into the abyssal creatures heading for the Golden Queen and slash them apart with their bladed tentacles. Gram jumps in with his shield and blocks the onslaught from the artificial Crawling Chaos that downed his leader. Asoko rushes over to Lenoly and defends her against several incoming enemies. 

    Meanwhile, the others continue to fight, but it becomes a desperate struggle now that more than half of our fighting force has been rendered powerless, and the abilities granted through their imaginations are gone. Svanhild and Halthor need to fall back as Kamii, Daica, and Hestia cover their retreat toward us. 

    Only Korenga and Tamariki don't seem troubled as they continue to hold their own against the flailing creatures with their bare fists. The red demon appears to have adapted to their sharp blades and no longer sustains any cuts, and the Black God is impervious to their attacks. 

    Space distorts many times more and spews out an uncountable number of black blobs that spread across the street in a wave. It's clear now that Nemesis is doing this to keep us here. Against the new humanity on the Rhodos station, even a single artificial Crawling Chaos would have sufficed. 

    This is a situation beyond my comrades' abilities now. Even without the IIF generator in the sky, most of them could do nothing to kill these creatures anyway. Using my spatial awareness, I take hold of everybody and pull them toward me, leaving only Asoko and the twins where they stand. As I thought, I can't affect another Crawling Chaos with this ability. 

    "Sister, brothers, go all out!" I say as I walk onto the street to join them and transform into my real appearance. As I do so, I sense a wave of terror wash over the Rhodos station humans in the area and flow into me like life-giving energy. The artificial Crawling Chaoses react to my presence by turning to me but become confused when my siblings in their midst also release their transformations. 

    This is the first time I'm going all-out in my formlessness. Gone is the towering humanoid black figure, and I become a whirling mass of pure chaos growing to over a dozen meters in size. Asoko and the twins do the same, and we roll through the sea of black creatures with reckless abandon. 

    I feel absolute disgust at the sensation of these artificial beings fusing with my body. It's almost at the level of when I tried to swallow Korenga, but not bad enough that I can't eat them. Still, their matter being absorbed into my own makes me feel like I'm being tainted. 

    "Mataku!" Korenga roars in rage and charges at Asoko, who's the nearest to her. I knew she wouldn't be able to control the Black God when she saw us in our true forms, but we had to take that risk. My other half dodges her in confusion, but she doesn't let up and comes around for another attack. 

    "Stop that!" I grow a human version of myself from a tentacle like the lure of an anglerfish and dangle it in front of Korenga. She comes to a skidding halt in front of me and stares for a moment with her black eyes. Then she looks at Asoko behind me and pulls a grimace. 

    "Mataku!" The Black God points out and argues in an angry tone. 

    "No, that's my sister." I cross my avatar's arms and stand my ground. 

    "Mataku?" Korenga tentatively gestures at Uten and Saten, who continue to fight and absorb the artificial Crawling Chaoses as they roll around as incomprehensible shapes. 

    "No, those are Uten and Saten." I shake my head and speak patiently like I'm talking to a child. It's not that Korenga has a lower intellect when she's in her Black God form, but she does have a more simple-minded approach to things. 

    "They're running away!" Kamii cries out and draws our attention. The distortions spewing out the enemies have stopped, and the creatures begin to escape in every direction upon realizing that we're too much for them to handle. They climb the surrounding buildings, roll into alleyways, and cascade over the police barricades like a swarm of insects, scattering when the rock they were hiding under is lifted. 

    "Korenga, we need to get rid of that." I have my avatar point at the giant IIF generator now floating a few hundred meters above us. She looks up and then tilts her head as if wondering what she can do. But since she's unaffected by the inhibition field, she may be the only person here capable of destroying it. "I'm going to throw you." 

    "Huh?" She makes a surprised noise, but I grab hold of her waist with my tentacles and toss her upward. Watching her trajectory, I find that my aim is perfect as she hits the sphere from below and grabs onto the holes in the device. 

    The Black God looks down at the city below for a moment as if pondering whether she should let go and attack my siblings chasing the artificial Crawling Chaoses. But then she reconsiders and punches the black sphere, penetrating the surface and lodging her fist into the opening. 

    Suddenly, the black coating comes alive and attacks her, revealing silver steel underneath. But when the artificial Crawling Chaos tries to swallow Korenga, it recoils and peels off the IIF generator in revulsion. Clearly holding herself back from chasing after the creature falling out of the sky, she tears the sphere open with her other hand and digs herself into the machinery. 

    "The Grand Augur's blessing!" I hear Colonel Sosa cry out as he watches Korenga rip apart the IIF generator from the inside, causing it to fall from the sky. The inhibition field disappears, and everybody springs into action all at once. 

    "Don't let a single one get away!" I command in a booming voice as Korenga lands among a rain of rubble from the IIF generator. Asoko and the twins move in different directions to chase after the artificial Crawling Chaoses. My other comrades silently form groups with effective means of terminating them and head out. 

    "What have you done?" The colonel stares at the pieces of the metal sphere as they still generate sparks. 

    "We're saving your city. This blessing from your Grand Augur was meant to sabotage us and nothing more." I swing my avatar around and glare down at Colonel Sosa, who staggers back in fear. Seeing my body connected to the towering mass of chaos through a tentacle causes him clear discomfort. 

    "We have to go now." Flann appears beside me from a vortex and announces in her usual emotionless tone. As always, there's more to her than her outward attitude suggests; I can tell she's anxious about something. 

    "What's wrong?" I ask as I pull all my mass through the tentacle into the human avatar and make it my main body. 

    "Nemesis and my father have entered the Reality Engine. That is why the flood has ceased." She responds while looking off into the distance. 

    "It's clear that Yuna is collaborating with Nemesis. But why?" I growl with a glance at the shopping street in front of us, where the battle continues. Akashic-Yuna certainly doesn't care about anything that happens to new humans in the wake of her decision to help the Primordial Terror. 

    Most of my comrades have already disappeared from sight, chasing the creatures into the alleyways and across the nearby buildings. I watch with grim satisfaction as Korenga squeezes the existence out of the artificial Crawling Chaos that covered the IIF generator with her bare hands, causing it to fall apart into inky blobs that remain motionless where they land. 

    We can't leave Rhodos City to its fate, but not stopping Nemesis right now could lead to a greater disaster. It shouldn't be a difficult decision, but I still need to gather my resolve to make it. 

    "I suggest splitting your forces." But before I can speak up, Senka suggests this with a complex expression. She's aware of the folly of reducing our fighting strength when facing our most powerful enemy, but she follows it up with a good reason. "Have those who couldn't help in a battle against Nemesis anyway remain here and save the city. Only bring those you think will make a difference." 

    That's hard to say. Only my siblings and I could ever hope to fight Nemesis. 

    "Just don't head out alone." The doll girl catches me as I consider this option, and I stare at her. "I don't need to read your mind for that one. You don't need to play the lone hero to save your loved ones. If you fail, everybody dies." 

    "I won't fail." I respond, although it takes some self-convincing to even speak those words. 

    "We all know you will if we aren't by your side." Daica asserts in a miffed tone over the radio. 

    "You will not leave me behind." Aurelia commands in a voice that tells me she's angry I even entertained the possibility. 

    "We are all going together." Hestia says, employing a warm but somehow also terrifying tone. 

    "Or you're not going." Kamii adds calmly as if stating a rule of the universe. Everybody was listening over the headset since I forgot to switch it off. When I look at Senka, she stares back with an expression that says I brought this upon myself. Sighing, I gaze at Flann again, who silently awaits my decision. 

    "How long do we have?" I inquire with an intent look into her blue eyes. 

    "It may already be too late." She says with a shake of her head. Since Nemesis and Mithra entered the Reality Engine, she can no longer observe them. 

    "That doesn't sound promising." I mutter with a grim look. Then I address my comrades in a decisive tone. "We have to finish this in five minutes." 

    It's an arbitrary number, but it feels short enough to convince myself that we won't miss the bigger picture. 

    "And how do you hope to accomplish that?" Senka wonders with a tilt of her head. If we could have solved this situation so quickly, we wouldn't have had this conversation in the first place. 

    "Let me try something." With a wry smile, I float up and extend my senses across the city. The artificial Crawling Chaoses that escaped the farthest from this area are already assaulting civilians hiding inside the buildings. If we have to catch them one by one, we won't be done for many hours. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Asoko says with the shudder that runs down her back audible in her voice. She must have felt my attention on her skin, but that's what I'm counting on. 

    "What is this?" Uten and Saten wonder in unison. They stop in their tracks and look in my direction, pinpointing where this weird sensation of being touched by countless invisible tendrils originates. 

    The artificial Crawling Chaoses do the same, stopping in their movements to look in my direction even through buildings and walls. But just drawing their attention once is not enough, as they immediately get back to running away when they realize there's no follow-up from me. 

    I extend my grasp across the entire area and crush every single abyssal creature. As before, my attempt is repelled by what I would call their border of existence. It's the absolute limit between two of our kind that maintains our sense of self. Even while seemingly mindless, they still have this border, or they would have already merged into one massive blob merely by touching each other on accident. 

    But when they feel my touch, they immediately turn around and head for me due to their sense of self-preservation. Like the one I attempted to crush earlier, now all of them consider me the biggest immediate threat to eliminate. 

    "It worked." I pump my fist in triumph when I sense the countless artificial Crawling Chaoses move toward me on the shortest route, ignoring anything else along the way. "Wait..." 

    "Incoming!" The police officers and garrison troops in the vicinity scream and unload their weapons on the approaching wave of darkness. Like roiling storms of sharp tentacles and undulating spikes, they roll over the buildings, barricades, and people alike, leaving behind only a bloodstained pavement. 

    My comrades do their best to save the humans, using their varied powers to divert the tide of chaos. Luckily, the creatures ignore them and head straight for me as I remain floating above the shopping street. Some leap up to reach me; others grow tentacle spears to stab at me. They pile onto each other mindlessly as their eyeless faces are locked onto me alone. 

    "Now!" When I sense the last one reaching the pile, I call out to my comrades. They understand what I want and unleash all their most destructive powers simultaneously. 

    A storm of plasma and heat, created through a combination of my dragon breath, Lenoly's flame, and Luna's plasma discharge, disintegrates most of the abyssal creatures within seconds. But some realize the situation and attempt to escape by using their kin as shields. Kamii, Asoko, the twins, Korenga, and Tamariki catch them and toss them back onto the pyre immediately. The few that escape the encirclement are picked off by Daica, Hestia, Aurelia, and Rolan's party. 

    Finally, all that remains is ash in the breeze, and no voids can be felt through my life sense besides those of my siblings. The heat at the center of the pyre was enough to melt the pavement, leaving behind a rapidly cooling pool of molten slag. 

    "It worked." I breathe a sigh of relief. 

    "You didn't know if it would work?" Senka stares at me in disbelief but then shakes her head and sighs. "Well, that's just how you tick, I guess." 

    "Is it over?" Colonel Sosa peeks out from behind a police barricade when the heat dissipates and asks while looking around. The other humans in the vicinity emerge from their hiding spots, staring at the aftermath of our battle in awe and confusion. 

    Compared to before, the colonel's attitude is much less tense now. Forgotten is the fact that we destroyed Yuna's so-called aid after he witnessed us taking care of the situation while minimizing the collateral damage to the city. 

    "Yes, the city is safe now." I check the area once more for any potential remnants, but nothing remains of the artificial Crawling Chaoses. 

    "Thank you!" Colonel Sosa falls to his knees as if in prayer and cries. Despite being an adult man and a disciplined soldier, he lets go of his emotions as if a dam has broken. 

    That's when I realize that our revelation about the false gods must have hit him harder than he let on. When these inexplicable creatures appeared in the middle of his home city, and the Grand Augur announced that she would send aid, his faith was rekindled momentarily. But ultimately, it was betrayed, and the last shreds of his worldview were destroyed. 

    I look around and find many garrison soldiers who have heard about our talks with General Willis in one way or another thanking us through reverent prayers. We replaced their false gods with real heroes that stood by them in their time of need. 

    "We don't have time for this." Exia announces through the comms before I can speak up. She ran far away when the IIF generator was dropped on us and must still be quite far from here. "We need to get to the Reality Engine." 

    "How do we do that?" I inquire while gesturing for my comrades to gather around. They do so immediately, doubtlessly listening to our conversation through their headsets. 

    "There's a transportation circle at the junction between the colony and the Reality Engine." Exia responds, and I look into the distance beyond the haze where the circular end of the colony section lies. 

    "The closest transportation circle is under that building." Kerry suddenly speaks up, causing me to stare at them in surprise. They point at the tallest skyscraper in the center of Rhodos City. "My brother built it for his ease of access." 

    "You need to go to the Rhodos Tower? We will take you there on a transport ship." Colonel Sosa offers eagerly despite not understanding the situation. For a moment, I consider declining it since we could move faster if I flew everybody over in the Chaos Jet. But then I realize that we could encounter complications with the building's security, resulting in delays. 

    "Alright. But hurry." I accept with a grateful nod and turn to my comrades while the colonel gives the order over his headset. That's when I realize that somebody is missing. "Where did Karina go?"

  


   
    Chapter 208 - The Tesseract 

      

      

    In the end, I couldn't find the Witch of the End even with my life sense expanded to the maximum. Exia located her headset a short distance from us among the rubble, but there was no sign of a struggle. She must have left on her own during the battle when nobody was looking, but I have no idea where to and for what reason. 

    No, I have a hunch that it's related to her realization about why Nemesis was throwing the artificial Crawling Chaoses at us as a diversion. But I keep this thought to myself as we head for the Rhodos Tower, another uncreative name in the series of uncreative names in this colony. 

    With Colonel Sosa and his escort of garrison soldiers, we're granted access to the building that would otherwise be off-limits to strangers. Along the way, he reports the situation to General Willis in a tone filled with almost childlike excitement. It would seem that in the span of a few hours, he lost his gods and found new ones. 

    The elevator with the secret password that takes us down into the hidden basement doesn't fit all of us, so we have to go in groups of six. I stay for the last group and explain to the colonel that this is where we have to separate, as what lies ahead is far beyond human capabilities. Unlike before, he accepts my words readily and salutes before the elevator door closes between us. 

    After an exceedingly short ride down, we're all reunited in front of Alexander's personal transportation room. The teleportation circle is elevated from the rest of the room and features concentric metal and glass rings. The lack of a control panel shows that this requires the Reality Engine to be activated. 

    As the stream of light surrounds us, I realize for the first time the underlying mechanism of this so-called teleportation. Since I have gained this new level of spatial awareness, I can grasp the essence of this technology - or rather fantasy - within the short moment it lasts before we arrive at our destination. 

    "It's truly magical, isn't it?" Senka comments snidely, having read my mind from my facial expressions. "And here you thought this was science fiction." 

    "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic." I reply with a wry smile, using the words Nemesis spoke to me back in the Quiraqui palace. "But in this technologically advanced world, real magic may be mistaken for technology instead."  

    Flann gives me a meaningful look, although her expression doesn't change. Considering her and her father's powers, I should have guessed as much. Also, there's the truth about the Reality Engine and our cosmic origin. 

    We walk out of the transportation room and enter a straight corridor with a ceiling steeped in darkness. The only light comes from lamp panels near the floor, illuminating the simple metal-looking surface. At the end of this path is a large and smooth elevator platform that takes us up a tall shaft disappearing into the void. 

    As with the corridor before, we only have sparse illumination on the platform, lighting us up from below. Nobody speaks a word, preparing themselves mentally for what is about to happen. My life sense tells me that a sterile space lacking even the presence of microbes lies beyond here. 

    The shaft opens above us, and the elevator rises into a vast, empty space with no visible walls or ceiling. We can't see beyond the distant darkness, making it feel like we're on the surface of a metal planet in open space. 

    "Where are we?" Uten and Saten look around curiously and ask in a whisper, scared to raise their voices as if this were a cathedral. The utter silence of this space seems to swallow all sound, but at least there is a breathable atmosphere here. 

    "This is the inside of the Reality Engine." Flann explains while looking ahead. "As such, reality does not exist here." 

    "I can feel it." Asoko comments with a sideways glance at me. Although her mind hasn't gotten to my level yet, her senses pick up the anomaly of this space. 

    "Stay together, or you might get lost." Our half-sister warns us. It would seem like a joke considering we're in a wide open space with no visual obstructions. Still, the uncanny feeling of this seemingly infinite chamber gives the impression that one could disappear in the blink of an eye. 

    Yet, while everybody else seems ill at ease here, my siblings and I feel right at home. 

    We follow Flann in what seems to be an arbitrary direction. The meaninglessly repeating patterns on the floor and the lack of landmarks make it impossible to tell if we're moving at all. I thought the Reality Engine was a complex machine, but this looks more like a coffin to contain space and time itself. 

    "The elevator is gone!" Svanhild suddenly exclaims, and we turn around on the spot. Even though we only walked a few dozen meters, the elevator platform's floor lamps have disappeared. There is now only an endless expanse of metal, strangely illuminated by ambient light coming from seemingly nowhere. 

    "If we get too far from each other here, we might get separated forever." Flann repeats her earlier warning, staring at us with her intent blue gaze. Everybody huddles together a little more at those words, looking around in worry. "It could take us only two steps to get to the core or weeks of aimless wandering. That is the nature of this space." 

    "I'd rather not have to walk for that long. Could get tiring with me lugging this around." Gram jokes while shifting the weight of his huge shield demonstratively. He may be trying to lighten the mood, but it's clear that he's anxious. 

    Everybody else is the same. They came face to face with hundreds of abyssal creatures only moments ago, but those were still within their limits of understanding. After all, they could be killed by conventional means and thus be comprehended in some way. Now, they are faced with an unfathomable space, and the confusion is eating away at their sanity. 

    My life sense and spatial awareness both seem unable to grasp the truth about this space. It's as if they're pushing against an invisible membrane only a few inches off my skin, malleable but impossible to penetrate. And I understand what it is; it's the same sensation as when I tried to use space manipulation to catch the artificial Crawling Chaoses. I'm pushing against the limits of another being's existence, but this one feels infinitely vast. 

    "Do you-..." I turn to Asoko to ask but trail off when I find a massive cube filling my view where none had been before behind our procession. Everybody notices my surprised expression and turns around as well. 

    The cube is a metal structure with countless glowing lines running across it in no perceivable order. But even though it should be much brighter than the darkness of this space, the light feels subdued, as if afraid to spread to where it normally should. A pressure lays itself over the area, audible as a droning inside one's very mind and tangible like air pressing down from above. 

    All my instincts scream that what awaits us inside this core is far beyond my reach. Still, I need to press on. 

    "We were lucky." Flann says behind me, but I don't want to turn around, fearing that the core may disappear again when nobody looks at it. 

    "Is that the actual Reality Engine?" I ask Exia beside me while keeping my eyes fixed on the seemingly pulsating cube. 

    "No, the entire cube-shaped section of the Rhodos station is the Reality Engine. It also houses the Akashic Records." She responds, also making sure not to look away. "That thing must be the core. The Tesseract." 

    "This is all so... wondrous." Halthor remarks while walking toward the cube carefully. Among everybody, he understands the situation the least, but he still came all this way to help in our struggle. I have to give him credit for his courage. 

    Everything in here feels familiar. When I think about it, it's like my infinite interior where nothing is in a fixed place until I decide for it to be. It's as if the inside of a Crawling Chaos is bleeding into real space and messing with the laws of reality.  

    "How do we get in there?" Hestia asks while trying to fly up to the bottom of the cube using the gravity core on her back. But when she takes off, she flips over and crashes into Tamariki's chest face-first. The red demon grabs her before she flies off again, and Hestia quickly deactivates her engine. "What happened?" 

    "Gravity in here is different. Only our subjective experiences ground all of this in reality." Flann says and floats up toward the core without a problem. "You can only fly relative to what you see." 

    "Can you get us inside?" I ask Flann, but she shakes her head. 

    "This is not a domain I can interfere with. Inside there, I am completely powerless." She responds in a calm tone. That explains why Mithra stopped teleporting artificial Crawling Chaoses into Rhodos City. He must have entered the core with Nemesis and was cut off from the outside world. 

    "Have you two ever been here before?" I ask Exia and Kerry. 

    "No, I have only heard of its structure. People have no business coming here in the first place. But Elaine never allowed me to enter." The cloud girl shakes her head. 

    "Even my brother's access was limited." The little Old Human answers. Knowing the truth about the Reality Engine, it makes sense that Elaine would try to keep everybody's interactions with it at a minimum. But it shows that she really loved Alexander for her to allow him to inspect her greatest secret. Perhaps learning about the Reality Engine's ability to anchor reality is how he came up with the Imagination Inhibition Field generator. 

    "Within this Tesseract, the limitations imposed by the Reality Engine do not exist." Flann explains while putting her hand on the cube's surface. 

    "So that means we will have to contend with Yuna and Elaine with their imaginations unbound?" Rolan asks while peering up at the cube floating a dozen meters above us. He has somewhat grasped the gist of our conversation but still has difficulties understanding its true implications. 

    His abilities may be at a level close to the Old Humans, but they still only manifest as physical strength and moving incredibly quickly. Who knows what the Guide of Tomorrow and the God of the Sun could do inside this Tesseract where the laws of physics no longer matter? 

    Everybody grows silent at the prospect of fighting the two Old Humans' unfettered potential and looks up at the cube's surface. But I feel my siblings and I will have nothing left to fear once we're inside. 

    "We are inside." Flann remarks and pulls everybody out of their thoughts. When we look around, we find ourselves in a large cubical room. Every surface features a square opening, including the ceiling and the floor, leading into more identical-looking cubical rooms that repeat into infinity. 

    "This hurts my head." Korenga grumbles as she looks around. Her black eyes seem darker than usual, as if she's on the brink of turning into the Black God. 

    "It is indeed baffling." Aurelia floats up and looks through the opening in the ceiling while Kamii and Daica peer through a hole in the wall. Hestia clings to my arm, and I can feel her shivering from fear. None of this can be explained through magic, technology, or even raw imagination. 

    I exchange a look with Asoko, whose expression tells me she thinks the same. This is in the realm of us cosmic entities. 

    "Feels familiar." Uten and Saten give voice to our feelings as they walk toward the hole in the floor. When they look inside, their expressions grow blank, and they turn around to us. "Can you tell that we aren't standing on the floor but on the ceiling?" 

    Right as they say that, everybody's sense of gravity shifts, and those who can't fly fall toward what used to be the ceiling. I quickly grab them with tentacles sprouting from my back. 

    "Stop saying such misleading things. Up, down. Left or right. None of that matters here." I chastise them, and the Tesseract accommodates our collective consciousness by turning off gravity entirely. Everybody begins to float, but I keep my feet firmly planted on the rough metal surface. Much like the Reality Engine's interior, these rooms are also covered in uncanny patterns, the meaning of which only the architect would know. 

    "And this space isn't as large as it seems." Asoko declares as if having realized something. Although it doesn't look like anything happened at first, when I look around, I find that the room previously measuring maybe fifty by fifty meters has been reduced to a tenth of its size. 

    "It's pretty cramped all of a sudden." Tamariki complains while knocking on the wall that is now right next to her. The slight pushing force causes her body to float away from it. The holes in the surfaces that measured several meters across are now small windows. They reveal that all the rooms beyond this one have also shrunk. 

    Hestia peeks through one of the windows and shudders at the baffling sight. The cube was huge, but not this huge. Reality truly doesn't matter in here. Wordlessly, she intertwines her fingers with mine and squeezes my hand nervously, showing that she's afraid to be separated from me. 

    "Where are Yuna and Elaine?" Rolan wonders, exchanging a glance with Luna. He said earlier that we would have to contend with the two Old Humans at their full potential here, but he realizes that the reality of this space is too malleable to have any semblance of control. Anyone could overthrow another's imagination under the right conditions. 

    "Are they even in here?" Lenoly wonders while raising a hand to create a flame in her palm. She obviously suppresses the urge to breathe a sigh of relief when it works. Then she notices Asoko's grin and turns away embarrassedly. 

    "Rest assured that I am here." Suddenly, Akashic-Yuna's voice echoes through the chamber, coming from everywhere at once. This is the core of the Reality Engine, overseen by the Akashic Records that she has become a part of. It's only natural that she would know about our presence. "It pains me to see that all of you made it this far, but I have been waiting for you." 

    She's referring to the fact that we overcame her attempt at sabotaging our battle against the artificial Crawling Chaoses in Rhodos City. Her voice is dripping with sweet poison, and everybody looks around with hateful expressions. 

    "We are awaiting you in the Rift Chamber." The Guide of Tomorrow says in an amused tone. "Hurry, or you may be too late to witness the birth of a new god." 

    Her announcement ends, leaving us looking around cautiously. But the only things that break the unnatural patterns covering this uniform cubic room's surfaces are the openings to the adjacent rooms. There are no cameras that could indicate how Akashic-Yuna is watching us. 

    "So Nemesis and Mithra haven't made it there yet." I assume with a thoughtful tilt of my head. Perhaps they're as lost inside this infinitely recurring space as we are. 

    "Why do you think that?" Uten and Saten wonder with a curious look at me. "Why would they come here anyway? To destroy the Reality Engine?" 

    "Because I think Nemesis is this new god Yuna was talking about." I say with a glance at Flann. 

    "You know something we don't, huh?" Asoko approaches me with an eyebrow raised. 

    "Yes. But now may be the time to tell you." I explain while pointing at the opening to the next room. "Let's do it while we walk." 

    When Flann told us the truth about the Reality Engine, I already made the connection between Nemesis and our progenitor, Mithra's plan, and this rift to the realm of infinite possibility that Elaine accidentally opened. The cosmic being on the other side is the progenitor of all Crawling Chaoses. It is the living concept of possibility, spreading into this dimension and causing untold destruction, requiring this massive Reality Engine to hold back. 

    My siblings stare at me in utter disbelief when I relate this to them. But I can tell their expression stems not from thinking it's too outlandish an explanation but the fact that I kept this from them for so long. 

    "We're dealing with forces beyond our comprehension." Asoko mutters as she looks off into the distance with unfocused eyes. 

    "No, we are these forces beyond comprehension. All you need to do is realize that fact." I put an arm around my other half's shoulder and pull her close. "Think of space as part of your body, and you will get it." 

    "Easier said than done." Asoko complains with her brow furrowed. 

    "No, it was easy for me once I stopped limiting myself." I draw back from my other half and look at Uten and Saten. "This is what you will need to realize to do what I can do now." 

    "Space being part of our bodies?" The twins look down at each other. Then, they reach out and touch palms together, seemingly connecting seamlessly into one being. "Do you mean the inside of our bodies?" 

    "The inside... of space." At those words, Asoko seems to realize the truth. The inside of a Crawling Chaos can be infinite space itself, but it's also filled with our matter when we concentrate on it. Taking hold of something inside our bodies is the same as grasping something in the space surrounding us. 

    "I didn't even approach it from that angle." I shoot Flann a glance since she couldn't teach me this way. Even though she's our half-sister, her body appears to be quite different from ours. 

    "My mind is blown." Asoko holds her head as if it hurts. "This power was within us all along?" 

    "That's what makes us still human." I smile wryly and sigh. Even now, there must be things we don't know about ourselves because our human minds are holding us back. I can only hope the same is true for Nemesis. "So, now you know what we can do. It took me two days to learn, and you got it all in a few seconds." 

    "How does that make you feel?" Asoko twists her lips into a sardonic smile. 

    "I feel better knowing that you can defend yourself properly now." I extend a hand toward her. She looks at me in surprise, then takes it and intertwines her fingers with mine. 

    "Thank you, sister." My other half says with a nod, and her smile softens into a warm one. "I owe you one." 

    "So, what now? This doesn't solve the issue that we can't find the Rift Chamber." Exia returns our attention to the current situation. 

    "No problem. It's right there." Uten and Saten point at the opening below us. When we peer into it, we find a large open space at a right angle to our room that looks larger than should be possible inside this cube. And in the distance is a massive machine generating a bright force field that illuminates its surroundings. Two figures stand before it with their backs toward us. 

    "All at once." I look across the faces of my comrades and declare. They give me determined nods and gather their courage before jumping through the square hole that should be too small to fit all of us. The threshold turns into a long tunnel, and we fall for a long time. The Rift Chamber doesn't seem to get closer as we continue until gravity changes as we are expelled right-side-up onto the ground. 

    Most of us land on our feet, but Daica and, to my surprise and her embarrassment, Dregana stumble and roll across the floor. The noise they make causes the two figures in front of the force field to turn around to us. 

    "How nice of you to join us here, at the edge of reality!" Yuna greets us with her arms outstretched in a grand gesture. She wears a beautiful navy blue kimono with a white wave print. Her expression shows that she's absolutely certain of her superiority inside this Tesseract. 

    I can sense that this isn't her real body. Her consciousness is in the Akashic Records artificial intelligence overseeing the Reality Engine. The Tesseract is merely another part of her, so she can project a physical avatar wherever she likes. 

    Next to Yuna's avatar is a young woman with unkempt wavy blonde hair who wears a white lab coat over a ribbed sweater. She's slightly taller than the Guide of Tomorrow despite the latter's choice to appear in her youthful true appearance rather than the one she held as a goddess. Her sunken blue eyes with dark rings showing her millennia of lack of sleep are rimmed by a pair of glasses. She has unnaturally pale skin from spending all her life hidden away from the Sun despite living so close to it. 

    She looks quite different from when she appeared over the sky in Quiraqui and in our hologram call after Alexander died. Still, I can tell it's Elaine Thermidor, the God of the Sun and creator of the Reality Engine. After all, the one thing she didn't fake was her bountiful chest, which pushes up her sweater prominently. When her eyes meet mine, she regains some life in them as a flame of hatred ignites in their depths. 

    "There you are." She dispenses with any greetings and raises a hand toward us, her left eye twitching in a physical manifestation of her unstable mind. 

    "Now, now. You can kill them all once everything is in place." Yuna waves a hand to stop Elaine from attacking. It sounds like she's trying to create a prophecy once again, even though she should know that my kind's existence is quite literally the chaos factor that makes accurate predictions impossible. Even the Akashic Records can't fathom what we're really capable of. 

    "What are you trying to pull this time, Yuna?" I step forward fearlessly and demand to know. "Why are you working with Nemesis?" 

    It's an outlandish idea that an Old Human would team up with the being that nearly wiped out their civilization, but Akashic-Yuna is doing it. Then again, since she now considers herself invincible, I could see her even justifying it to herself as being the one using Nemesis. 

    "It is for our mutual benefit. I let him in here so that he can go back home, and he will give me a new body to match yours in exchange." Yuna announces in a cheerful tone. So that's what she meant by the birth of a new god. 

    "And you let that happen?" Exia addresses Elaine in an accusing tone. 

    "I asked Mithra to make it happen." The God of the Sun corrects her with a piercing glare that causes the cloud girl to flinch. Even now that my mind has expanded beyond the limits of physics, Elaine's personal fantasy still seems out of my reach. I know it's only a matter of time before I learn how to move celestial bodies, but she can already do that now. 

    "We should end this here, Chloe." Rolan whispers to me from behind and audibly puts his hand on Roshanee's hilt. Before I can decide if that's a good idea, he already zooms past me in a streak of light and cuts through Yuna's neck. He stops a few paces behind her and points his glowing sword at Elaine. 

    "Oh." Yuna makes as her head slides off her shoulders and drops to the floor. But no blood flows from the cut, and the severed head only grins sardonically. "You may have killed my flesh-and-blood body back on Earth, but this me doesn't have such weaknesses." 

    With these words, her body picks up the head and places it back on the neck. Everybody stares in shock, but I take note of the particles reaching out from both ends before they reconnect the matter of the two parts. Her entire form must be made of nanomachines similar to most of Exia's body. 

    "This is exactly what I wanted. All of you against all of me." She floats up into the air and speaks in a self-confident tone. At those words, the ground around us rises and forms countless humanoid figures. They are copies of Yuna in her appearance as the Guide of Tomorrow. Each standing almost as tall as Rolan, they wear black bodysuits and carry mechanical war staves. "It may be before my apotheosis, but it matters not either way. You are no threat to me." 

    I always wondered what Yuna's personal fantasy was since she only ever showed the ability to transform her outward appearance and to create strong invisible barriers. But it doesn't matter anymore; Akashic-Yuna no longer has a need for these things. She made copies of herself on the level of the mainline Proxima and will face us head-on in this space within her control. 

    My comrades and I wordlessly ready ourselves for combat.

  


   
    Chapter 209 - End Of Record 

      

      

    The Yuna Proxima are more powerful than I thought. Unlike the mainline Proxima, built to adapt and improve without relying on the Reality Engine, these appear to be made solely for use within the Tesseract. Like how Exia would lose her body in an inhibition field, these would stop working outside this space. 

    As such, they appear to resist my spatial control even without being artificial Crawling Chaoses. Akashic-Yuna may have somehow adapted them to fight against me after learning about my powers from observing me using them a few times. 

    Some of my comrades have a harder time holding out against these enemies than others. But they support each other where they're lacking and fight as one. Meanwhile, the original Yuna avatar merely watches alongside Elaine, who appears to consider this whole battle a dull affair. Her expression says she could have erased us all already but is letting Akashic-Yuna have her fun. 

    The Rift Chamber has turned into a battlefield, with our side fighting desperately against the onslaught of Yuna Proxima as they continue to sprout from the ground. But this is a pointless battle: Akashic-Yuna can use energy to matter conversion and the other side's infinite power to rebuild her forces. And we Crawling Chaoses have unlimited stamina to keep taking them down. 

    "Is this all?" I call out the Yuna avatar when I melt away most of a Proxima with a blast of plasma to the chest. The nanomachines lose their function under the heat, and the remaining body collapses in on itself. 

    "You arrived faster than I anticipated. We have to wait for the other players to join us before we can move on to the finale." To my surprise, another Yuna Proxima coming at me answers my question earnestly. I grow an array of massive claws that rip it to shreds in response. Another takes its place and grins at me. "Then, all this will be trivial." 

    "You need Nemesis to hold your hand, huh?" I taunt her with a malicious grin. Knowing her, she won't fall for such an obvious attempt, but it makes me feel better ever so slightly. "We'll take you out before he comes." 

    "Do try to take me out. See what happens to all life in this universe - again." The Yuna avatar replies with a sardonic smile. Since her consciousness lies within the Akashic Records, a vital component of the Reality Engine, we can't physically destroy her. 

    "I'll do just that!" Exia declares as she grows gigantic and grabs one of the Yuna Proxima. Her nanomachines and the copy mix together visibly, distorting the latter's appearance beyond recognition. 

    "What?!" The avatar's form wavers when the cloud girl hacks into the Akashic Records using the Yuna Proxima as an access port. All the other copies in the room collectively turn toward Exia, who remains perfectly still like a statue now that her mind has entered the digital world. 

    "Protect Exia!" I command, and everybody surrounds her. 

    "You think you can hack me?!" For the first time, Yuna loses her composure as her avatar continues to waver from her slipping control. The nanomachines making up her body crystallize and liquefy rapidly, making it look like she's glitching out. "I will squash you all like the insects you are!" 

    A mass of black rises from the floor like a whale surfacing from a perfectly still ocean. It's a gigantic Yuna copy, many times larger than Exia, lacking fine details and all color. It grows up to her waist from the floor and raises an arm to bring down a palm on our entire party. But that looks like nothing more than a desperate attempt at stopping the cloud girl. There's no way this physical attack could pose any trouble to us as we are now. 

    Before anybody else can move, Aurelia swings Vanadia's Will, which generates a tornado of monomolecular blades directed at the giant hand. It shreds the entire limb down to the shoulder into a fine mist, destroying most nanomachines making up its form in the process. The force pushes the copy back, opening it up for our follow-up attack. 

    All those who can do so unleash energy beams at the gigantic Yuna. It tries to generate a barrier, but unlike in the Death Moon, our combined attack pierces right through it and melts away the torso. Beyond it floats the original Yuna avatar, wearing an exasperated expression. 

    "You're next." I point at her while my comrades fan out and destroy the Yuna Proxima slowing down due to Exia's interference. 

    "Damn you..." The avatar makes while grinding her teeth even though all of her matter is made of nanomachines. But then she throws her head back and breaks out into laughter. She points her finger at us mockingly and catches her breath to speak. "Look at you, feeling triumphant after what you perceive as a victory over me." 

    Her form continues to glitch, and we cut down the Proxima as no new ones take their place, so I can't help but think that she's bluffing or has lost her mind. I believe in Exia's ability to remove Yuna from the Akashic Records, so it's only a matter of time before her smug face disappears. 

    "Enough of this farce." To everybody's surprise, Elaine suddenly speaks up. She raises a hand, and we all brace ourselves, but she only brings it to her glasses and adjusts them. I wonder why she doesn't fix her eyesight, but that thought is blown away by her glare sweeping across us. 

    Suddenly, a radiant light shines behind us. I quickly turn around and erect a light barrier behind me before a barrage of beams flies at our party. They pass through all our immaterial defenses, ignoring magic and technology alike. I use my body to protect Kamii and Daica, but the immense heat burns even through dragon armor. Asoko and the twins experience the same problem. 

    Gram pulls Luna down to the ground as his shield is melted. Rolan weaves through the barrage using Roshanee. Korenga throws herself in the beams' way to block it for Halthor, who is slow to react. Tamariki shields Svanhild with her body because she just happened to be in the way. The skin and muscles on her back are burned away from the immense heat, but her bones withstand it. 

    Lenoly absorbs the heat but screams from the exertion. It would appear that even the fantasy of the Bearer of the Flame isn't powerful enough to overcome Elaine's attack. Meanwhile, the giant unmoving Exia has several holes shot through her body, but she doesn't react since her mind is inside the Akashic Records. Her nanomachines melt and burn, frantically repairing the damage. 

    Rewera reacts quickly enough to pull Dregana out of harm's way, but the dragonkin desperately reaches out for Hestia. To my horror, the fallen Fata is out in the open with her back still turned. A beam hits the gravity core at the center of her mechanical wings, igniting the machinery inside and causing it to explode. She's flung through the air and rolls across the ground, stopping a short distance away and remaining unmoving. 

    At the same time, Aurelia has a hole burned through her chest. Molten gold pours from the wound as she collapses to her knees and looks down at herself in utter surprise. Her body should be invulnerable, but it would appear that within the Tesseract, Elaine's fantasy is more powerful than the Golden Queen's. 

    "And that's that." Yuna claps her hands together as if concluding a story she just told. As if that were a signal, the ground begins to shift, and metal panels materialize out of nothingness. Our group is pulled apart, and walls form between us. The space around us folds in a kaleidoscopic display that boggles the mind, and only a moment later, we have been separated from each other. All I'm left with inside the Rift Chamber that returns to its original size are my beloved girls, two of whom are wounded and dying on the floor. 

    Hestia is in an impossible-to-discern state, with her wing attachment ripped open by the explosion and blood splattered across her blackened back. Aurelia is kneeling on the ground with molten gold flowing from the gaping hole in her chest. 

    All I can do is stare at the carnage. Hestia's wounds are so extensive that I'm not sure my healing imagination is enough. Aurelia's body is made of gold, so where do I even begin? The thoughts overwhelm me, and I'm left with inaction. What good is my ability to move space and bend the laws of physics when I can't help those I love? 

    "What appears to be the matter? Have you lost your wits after-" Yuna begins, but I turn around and point at her as if to shut her up. She freezes with an expression of shock that replaces her sardonic grin. Her avatar begins to disintegrate into dust as she lets out a silent scream before scattering into the individual nanomachines that make up her form. 

    I used my spatial control in a reflexive reaction to her voice, but it worked on her this time. Still, I don't have the presence of mind to think about it and turn back to watch Hestia and Aurelia in silence. Through my life sense, I can tell they're both close to death as the light fades throughout their bodies. One part of me watches in dark fascination as the life ebbs from my beloved girls. 

    "Help them!" Daica grabs my shoulder and pulls me back from these decidedly inhuman thoughts. Her voice returns me from the brink, and I extend a hand toward Hestia and Aurelia. 

    The fallen Fata floats up from the floor, and I scrutinize the extent of her wounds. Her wing stumps are gone, and underneath all the metal, blood, and charred flesh, I can see her damaged spine and exposed ribs. She's not breathing, but she isn't dead yet. 

    At the same time, I check the damage the Golden Queen has sustained. Her body is a mystery of fantasy. It's made from real gold, impervious to all physical damage, but at the same time, it's as soft as a human's flesh. The liquid gold pooling on the floor must be her blood rather than what melted from the heat. 

    We're inside the Tesseract, a space where reality has no meaning and imagination reigns supreme. I have all the genetic information I need to remake Hestia's entire body from scratch, so it should be a simple task to heal her. And now that I understand Aurelia merely replaced every single one of her body's molecules with gold, I can mend her through transmutation. 

    Waving one hand, I use my imagination to create organic matter across Hestia's back. The severed spine reconnects as nerves appear from thin air. Her real wings grow from scratch, forming new bones that disappear under tendons, muscles, and finally, skin. Then, black feathers sprout once more. It's what I always wanted to do for her but couldn't until now. 

    At the same time, the liquid gold pooling around the Golden Queen begins to flow back toward the hole in her chest. I return it to her circulation, ensuring it goes in the right direction. Waving one hand, I create new gold out of thin air, replacing the lost parts in Aurelia's chest. 

    I make Hestia hover toward me as I also regrow her lost legs. Meanwhile, the Golden Queen finally stirs when I put the finishing touches on her sternum and coat it all in a layer of golden muscles and skin. Finally, I lower the unconscious fallen Fata to the ground next to me as her wounds are fully mended. Within my Chaos senses, they are both back to how they were before Elaine's surprise attack. 

    A new Yuna avatar has appeared, but she stares at my ability to save my beloved girls from what should have been certain death with her mouth hanging open. It would seem that no Old Human, not even Sidonia, was ever capable of healing at this level, or she wouldn't have been so surprised. 

    Elaine regards the Guide of Tomorrow with disdain. She has been working with the Reality Engine since its inception, so she knows nothing is impossible within this Tesseract. To be surprised by my ability to alter reality here shows the limits of Yuna's imagination. 

    "You will pay for that." I turn to the God of the Sun and glare at her. She only raises an eyebrow at my threat, but her expression makes it clear that she's confident in her ability to withstand my wrath. 

    "I hear you are like Nemesis." Elaine remarks and points at me. Space distorts in front of my chest, and a radiant plasma beam shoots out from a rift for a split second. It burns a hole through my torso before I can even react. Unlike Kiamedras's breath, Luna's magic, or Hestia's energy weapons, this isn't a manifestation of imagination or a hidden technological weapon. She opened a gate to the surface of the Sun and gave me a very short glimpse of its raw energy. 

    I look down at the hole in my chest, then at Elaine again with an eyebrow raised. Her expression doesn't change despite my lack of dying. It would seem that she merely tested my resilience and found the result of her attack satisfactory. She must think that if she could throw me into the Sun, I would die. But I feel that as I am now, I might even find a way to survive that. 

    The hole closes itself again with matter from inside me. At this point, it doesn't matter how much mass I used to have. After all, I could create molecules out of nothing to regrow Hestia's wings and rebuild a part of Aurelia's golden body. I have nothing to fear from physical attacks such as this one. 

    "I cannot have you comparing me to a fledgling like her." Suddenly, a familiar voice echoes across the seemingly infinite plane of the Rift Chamber. "Although I have to say that she has improved since we last met." 

    A spot next to the giant machine that covers the tear in reality in a force field distorts, and Mithra appears from within. The bandage-covered figure floats in midair with his key-shaped tentacle staff in hand, unmoving and watching silently. But it was not his voice. 

    Behind Elaine, the distant darkness of the infinite room shifts and takes the shape of a human-looking man in a white business suit with slicked-back black hair. It's Nemesis, towering over the God of the Sun with a self-assured smile. She glances over her shoulder and takes note of his presence without showing surprise or animosity. 

    "There you are. What took you so long?" Yuna's avatar descends next to Nemesis with her arms crossed and speaks in an accusing tone. 

    "I lost myself in the beauty of this Tesseract." He replies with a careless shrug. Although he sent out all those artificial Crawling Chaoses to stall us in Rhodos City, he still arrived in the Rift Chamber after we did. I don't believe his flippant reason for this delay; there must be something more to it. 

    "You're here to return home, brother?" I address Nemesis directly, causing him to turn his attention to me. His infinitely dark eyes shift to me, giving me the impression that two distant supermassive black holes are sucking me in. 

    "Indeed. I have completed all I needed to do to achieve that." Nemesis replies in a grand tone while spreading his arms in an all-encompassing gesture. 

    "What did you create our artificial brethren for in the end?" I feel compelled to ask, after all. 

    "If you follow me to the other side, you may find out, sister. Join me and discover what it means to be... chaos." He breaks out into a smile and stretches a hand toward me in invitation. If he thinks I would take it, he hasn't been paying attention to everything I've done so far. 

    "No, she will die here, along with all her pesky little friends." Yuna's avatar floats between us as if to break our eye contact and declares in an almost pouty voice. 

    "Oh right, you wanted something from me in exchange for turning a blind eye to my presence here." The amused tone he employs makes it clear that he's humoring Akashic-Yuna. There's no reason for him to be cautious of the remaining Old Humans - not even of Elaine and her fantasy that can move celestial bodies. If he wanted to, he could have passed through here without having to make a deal with the Guide of Tomorrow. 

    "Where is my new body?" Yuna peers around Nemesis playfully as if expecting that he's hiding it behind his back. 

    "Unfortunately, I could not procure the body I promised you. It had already been taken by somebody else, and they were... uncooperative, to say the least." He tilts his head with an expression of feigned regret. "All I could offer you in recompense is an artificial one. I hope you have no issue with that." 

    The way he emphasized the word artificial makes it clear that he's mocking the fact that Yuna now makes do with bodies created from nanomachines. And she doesn't miss that as her eyes narrow in displeasure. I can tell this equals a breakdown in relations, and Nemesis did this deliberately. 

    "I do have an issue with that. Since you did not keep your end of the bargain, I have no reason to keep mine." The Guide of Tomorrow asserts in a threatening tone. But her sideways glance at Elaine shows that she seeks help from the most powerful Old Human. 

    "Very well. It makes no difference to me." He shrugs again while glancing at Mithra next to the barrier generator as if asking for permission. But I don't see any reaction from the bandaged man before Nemesis extends a hand to reach for Yuna. 

    Suddenly, a rift in space flashes open behind him and unleashes a discharge from the Sun itself. But he raises his other hand fast enough to catch the plasma beam as if it were a physical object. Much like I did with the ships of the Venus Fleet, he gathers the energy into a small sphere within his palm that he flicks at Elaine. 

    She doesn't even attempt to dodge it, and raw fusion energy washes over her for a split second. But as I thought, her imagination is strong enough to withstand it, and she emerges from the light unscathed. The energy gathers together as a radiant ring around the God of the Sun's finger. 

    "Even if you are a creature from the other side, this Tesseract is my domain." Elaine declares and flicks the ring at Nemesis, who swats it away lazily as if it were an annoying fly. It flies upward and disappears into the seemingly infinite darkness of the Rift Chamber. 

    "Oh, foolish mortal. What you call your domain is merely a limited extension of my home." The Primordial Terror speaks in a voice dripping with pity and shakes his head in disappointment. "I shall educate you." 

    At those words, the ground under our feet folds away, and the darkness moves outward to reveal the endless reaches of space, filled with distant stars, galaxies, and nebulae. As if seeing it was the precursor, the gravity keeping us on the floor of the Rift Chamber disappears abruptly, and everybody begins to float. 

    My spatial awareness tells me that this is indeed deep space, but Kamii and Daica are breathing just fine even without their helmets on. Perhaps within this realm of infinite possibilities, their lack of awareness allows them to survive in a vacuum. 

    "Now, glimpse the unthinkable." Nemesis spreads his arms and announces into the vast unknown in a theatrical tone. I swivel my head left and right in a panic; if this is truly the other side of the tear in reality, our kind's progenitor awaits here. And my beloved girls are exposed to it with nowhere to hide. 

    For a moment, there is only the silence of space. The deafening noise of one's own circulation and nerve signals should be playing in all who have them. I've heard somewhere that it can cause insanity after prolonged exposure. 

    But then, space itself shifts. As if the universe were a pattern on an unfathomably large creature's body, the stars, distant galaxies, and massive nebulae undulate like the countless tentacles that form a Crawling Chaos's body. Entire galactic sectors disappear and reappear under the movements as all of existence itself seems to turn toward us. 

    Then, a myriad holes open in space - tears in the fabric of reality itself that show neither light nor dark but sheer nothingness. I perceive them to be unblinking eyes that have turned on us after their owner has been called so frivolously by Nemesis. It's the cosmic being that governs all of possibility, our progenitor. 

    "Is that all?" Elaine looks around as if hoping for more. Her attitude does seem to surprise Nemesis, who raises an eyebrow in skepticism. But he should know that there is no acting strong when faced with our kind; either one falls prey to the terror, or one can withstand it. It would seem he doesn't know that Elaine witnessed this before and survived, even if she was saved by Mithra. 

    Before Nemesis can comment on this, Yuna screams from the depths of her soul and claws out her own eyes. Her mind has given out upon seeing the truth of this cosmic space, and she would sooner remove her sight than continue to perceive it. 

    To my surprise, she's bleeding not nanomachines but red blood. Perhaps the Guide of Tomorrow wished for a real body somewhere deep within the vestiges of her humanity left inside the Akashic Records. And this space of infinite possibilities fulfilled that wish at the worst possible time. 

    However, Yuna continues to scream as she holds her own squashed eyes in her hands and turns her head left and right. 

    "It's still watching me! Peering into my mind! Make it stop!" She squeals while clawing at her head. These eyes appear to be looking into her very soul rather than a merely physical gaze. 

    I try to bask in the fear emanating from her, but I sense it all disappearing into the vast unknown like air leaking into space. Not a sliver of the unholy energy I would normally feel upon being in the presence of somebody experiencing this level of terror reaches me. 

    Elaine seems unnaturally composed despite seeing Yuna's rapidly deteriorating mental state. In fact, she appears wholly uninterested in her terror and looks around in curiosity instead, as if to memorize the sights for her future research. 

    Suddenly, several swords made of gold fly through space and pierce Yuna's body. Her wailing is silenced instantly, and I feel her life energy fade away. I turn to Aurelia, who stands behind me silently with a hand raised toward the Guide of Tomorrow. Her expression suggests that she's conflicted about her own actions. 

    Killing Yuna so quickly was a mercy. Her mind was already broken, but she would continue to suffer until she decided that only death would free her from the torment of being under the scrutinizing gaze of this cosmic being. But in doing so, Aurelia cut short her revenge against the Old Human responsible for the death of her beloved Vanadia. Yuna can no longer experience adequate punishment for all the crimes she committed throughout her long life. 

    But then, an ethereal scream echoes through space, and I spin around to look at where it's coming from. Yuna's body floats freely, spewing blood everywhere as it turns under the inertia of the golden blades' impacts. Suddenly, light separates from the material body and takes the rough shape of a human. The tormented face of Yuna appears on this ghostly emanation's surface as it gets drawn out of the physical body. 

    Aurelia watches in horror as the Guide of Tomorrow's soul finally separates from her lifeless body and melts into the background of space, screeching all the while. As the body turns to dust and scatters into nothingness, Yuna's soul disappears from sight as well, leaving behind only the echo of her agonized wailing as proof that she ever existed. 

    This is the second time she disintegrates into oblivion, and it's still satisfying to watch. 

    Despite witnessing her comrade get killed, Elaine doesn't seem to feel anything about it. What little empathy she had left after humanity ended twice has wholly disappeared with Alexander's death. Now, all that remains is professional curiosity and seething vengeance. The latter has taken a backseat after being given a glimpse of the other side. 

    "This isn't real, is it?" I state and tilt my head back to regard Nemesis with a look of disdain. As if my words flipped a switch, space fades into darkness, and gravity returns, pulling us down onto the metallic surface of the Tesseract. We're back on the seemingly infinite plane contained within the Rift Chamber, illuminated only by the glowing force field in the center. 

    "I am surprised that you would limit yourself so, sister." Nemesis shakes his head and glances at Elaine, who shows a hint of disappointment on her face before turning toward me. I know that what we saw a moment ago was real, but I had to return us here. 

    I know that beings corrupted by a Crawling Chaos are unaffected by their terror, but I would rather not have our progenitor turn its attention to my girls. Who knows what would have happened if it had looked directly at them as it did with Yuna? 

    "What happened, senpai?" Exia calls out to me from behind, and I glance back to find that the cloud girl has regained consciousness. She repairs the holes in her body without a word of complaint and seems more interested in the fact that Yuna's resistance within the Akashic Records ceased so suddenly. With her soul's death on the other side, the artificial intelligence cluster must have reverted to its original task of maintaining the Reality Engine. 

    "Nemesis." I say and point at the man in the white business suit. It's enough explanation for Exia, who stares at him in apprehension and caution. She knows what he's capable of, but she also feels safe with me here. I address the Primordial Terror with a frown. "What will you do?" 

    "By your leave, I shall now be on my way." Nemesis performs an exaggerated bow and gives me an abyssal smile. 

    "You're not going anywhere." I glare at him, and he feigns dismay. Then he tilts his head back and grins, revealing his perfectly white teeth. 

    "I believe you have no say in this." With a sideways glance at Elaine, he implies that we'll have to deal with her first before we can consider opposing him. 

    "I do not care if you kill each other, so go ahead." Elaine responds with a shrug. I didn't expect her to be the type to sit by when the targets of her vengeance are right in front of her, but it shows her pragmatism. It would seem that wasn't what Nemesis expected, as his smile freezes. 

    "So she says." I demonstratively transform my arm into a plasma cannon and aim it at him. I have no need for externally visible weapon systems at this point, but it helps in making a point. The Primordial Terror looks into the barrel and then breaks out into a smile again. "It won't go like last time. I have more allies who want a piece of you." 

    The empty space around us shifts as if everything were prints on the fabric of reality itself. The floor and walls open, and all my comrades appear from within. Some of them look like they were fighting the Yuna Proxima that were whisked away with them, while others were trying to get back here. 

    "What happened?" Korenga points at the piles of nanomachine goo on the floor around her and asks me with a suspicious expression. But her eyes widen when she beholds Nemesis behind me. Without missing a beat, she transforms into the Black God with a roar. "Mataku!" 

    "Uh oh." The man in question says with a wry smile, then addresses me in an exaggerated accusing tone. "You could have at least kept that rabid beast away. Now, our negotiations have broken down." 

    In the next moment, Korenga practically flies past me and crashes into the Primordial Terror, who deflects her into the ground with an almost lazy wave of his hand. The heavy impact leaves not even a dent in the seemingly otherworldly material the Tesseract is made of, and the Black God bounces back to her feet to attack again. 

    "There was never room for any negotiations." I reply calmly and raise a hand toward Nemesis. If I can't manipulate a Crawling Chaos directly, I can emulate Zeke's ability to affect air pressure and use that like one would use tissue paper to squash a bug. In the next moment, the pressure compresses him into a tiny sphere before he even notices it. 

    Or that's what I see and feel happening. But nothing changes, and he looks at me with an amused smile. That's when I see an afterimage of the reality where I defeated him in an instant fade beyond the one in which he overruled my fantasy. 

    Korenga slams into Nemesis as he stares at me with clear triumph in his gaze. She puts him in a bear hug in an attempt to squash him, and her curse causes his shape to waver. But in reality, he delivers a back-handed punch at the Black God that sends her flying backward before she even touches him. 

    Once again, I perceive two outcomes simultaneously, with the more favorable one for Nemesis playing out in reality as the other fades from memory. He's overriding the more probable result with the power of his imagination. It shows his seemingly effortless mastery over the properties of this space within the Tesseract and all its possibilities. 

    "It is ready." Mithra suddenly calls out to Nemesis. He stands next to the still active force field with Flann by his side. When I see the state she's in, my eyes widen. Mithra's key-shaped staff made from tentacles is embedded in her chest, phasing through her robes. Her eyes are open, but they stare into nothingness, showing that she's unconscious. 

    "Flann!" I move myself through space toward her, but Nemesis raises a hand and catches me before I even leave the spot I was standing in. His outstretched palm is like an invisible wall, blocking my way forward. "Let her go!" 

    "I'm done here, too." The Primordial Terror lowers his hand and responds while fixing his tie with a practiced motion. Even now, the wall holding me back remains. He then gestures at Elaine, who watched the situation between us unfold in silence all this time. "I shall leave you to it then." 

    I get a sense of déjà vu from Nemesis and Mithra's exchange. It's like back in Quiraqui palace when they left after the Primordial Terror one-sidedly beat us down. Are we once again powerless to stop him from doing what he wants? 

    "Yes, go back where you came from, creature." Elaine waves him off, showing her utter lack of interest in the safety of reality itself. All she wants is revenge on us for killing her son, and she's willing to overlook whatever it is that Nemesis intends to do by going to the other side. 

    Korenga rushes at Nemesis again, but he phases through her and moves toward the hole, causing the Black God to stumble and fall to the ground. He stops only a few meters away from the force field around the tear in reality to glance back at us with a triumphant smile. But to everybody's surprise, a streak of light shoots past Elaine and cuts through his neck. His head separates from his body, but we all know that won't kill a Crawling Chaos. 

    The Primordial Terror reattaches his severed head with countless tendrils sprouting from his neck and looks at Rolan with an eyebrow raised in mild interest. 

    "You are not going anywhere." Rolan, the fallen hero, declares while standing between him and his destination. He wields the shining Roshanee with both hands and radiates unwavering determination. "Not as long as I stand."

  


   
    Chapter 210 - Let There Be Darkness 

      

      

    "Wait. I have changed my mind." Elaine addresses Nemesis before he can retaliate against Rolan. It causes everybody to stare at her, thinking she's going to stop the Primordial Terror after all. But when she continues, we realize how fickle she truly is. "He cut off my son's hand. I won't be satisfied if I don't at least do the same to him." 

    Ignoring the Primordial Terror, who floats between her and Rolan, she opens a rift in space from which the power of the Sun bursts forth. Nemesis is pierced through and set alight, but it turns out to be an alternate reality's afterimage, as the real one has already moved one step to the side. 

    However, Rolan deflects the beam aimed at his wrist with Roshanee, moving faster than should be physically possible. I watch the moment the fallen hero reaches the speed of light, even if only for an instant. He deflects the beam with the glowing blade and makes it pierce the Primordial Terror instead. As it opens a hole in his chest, his body bursts into flames. 

    But he quickly puts out the flames engulfing his body and mends the hole with matter from inside him. Then he turns to Rolan with a less than amused expression. Although it was Elaine's attack, the fallen hero was the one who redirected it toward him. 

    "I was willing to overlook you, insignificant creature." He declares and raises a hand toward him before performing a crushing motion. But when nothing happens, Nemesis narrows his eyes in confusion. 

    "Was I supposed to die there?" Rolan asks with a nervous smile, showing that he understands what the Primordial Terror just tried on him. Perhaps witnessing me do this a few times has mentally prepared him for countering this attack. 

    "Then I shall do it the old-fashioned way." With these spiteful words, Nemesis turns into his Crawling Chaos form for the first time. He becomes an even more monstrous version of me, with countless loose tentacle blades separating from his hulking body. Spreading them out in a mandala-like pattern, he charges at Rolan as if shifting through reality itself. 

    I decide it's time to help him, but Elaine snaps her fingers, and the floor retreats below our feet, leaving us suspended in weightlessness, much like when Nemesis brought us to the other side earlier. However, this time, the entire Rift Chamber disappears, including Mithra, Flann, and the machine upholding the force field around the tear in reality. And Nemesis is still with us, causing him to look around in evident confusion. 

    "What are you doing?" He asks the God of the Sun in his otherworldly voice, but she ignores him. Before he can say any more, overwhelming brightness and heat assault us from the side. Elaine has taken us out of the Rift Chamber and brought us before the Sun itself. My comrades turn away in pain and cover their faces, but even the spacesuits they wear cannot protect them from this heat radiation. 

    With a gesture of her hand, a coronal mass ejection measuring half a million kilometers in length comes our way. Elaine wants to erase everybody here in a single strike. But I extend a hand toward the approaching plasma wave and grasp it as if it were a physical object. A large section of it stops and falls back toward the Sun. 

    "You damn-" She begins, but something impacts her side before she can continue and sends her tumbling toward the looming Sun. In her place floats Kerry, their body stiff like an arrow. They stayed out of their mother's sight all this time but finally made up their mind to fight. 

    Suddenly, immense gravity takes hold of everybody, and we fall toward the Sun. Elaine has regained her bearings in the distance, wholly unharmed by Kerry's meteoric headbutt. The Sun is like a halo behind her as she extends her arms toward us, looking like she's beckoning us into her deadly embrace. Even Nemesis is caught up in it, and his expression shows he doesn't appreciate the Old Human drawing him into this fight when he was about to leave. 

    I know this is all within the Reality Engine. It's a representation of the possibility that we are outside the Tesseract and within the fantasy of a single person. But even my Crawling Chaos mind is not strong enough to overwrite Elaine's fantasy, and neither is Nemesis. It shows the power of Elaine after she spent many millennia studying the nature of the Tesseract and space. 

    Our surroundings suddenly smear like artifacts in a bad video player. Reality twists, and we're thrown into an ancient forest. I recognize it as the Dark Continent, a most familiar place for Exia, the Guardian of the Soil. She transported us here to stop Elaine's imagination, using something she knows so well that her mental image of it is strong enough to overwrite even the God of the Sun's. 

    But Elaine doesn't let that faze her as she unleashes a barrage of plasma from the Sun's halo that remained around her back. It bombards her surroundings indiscriminately. But Luna suddenly steps up and waves her staff in the air, gathering the rain of plasma into a massive sphere in the sky. Her control over plasma magic allows her to manipulate even the Sun's beams. 

    I now realize that inside the Tesseract, anything can be overwritten with a strong enough will. In that regard, the so-called lesser beings of Earth, created by the Old Humans merely for entertainment, are in no way disadvantaged now. As long as they believe in themselves, they can overcome even their genetic programming here. 

    "Ironic." I comment with a genuinely amused smile as I watch Elaine's expression distort in anger. The half-elf's face shows that she's trying to overcome her anxiety with pure determination. She is face to face with a being that could, by all accounts, be considered a real goddess, but she's willing to stand up against her to save her comrades. 

    Twisting her staff, she sends the gathered radiant sphere back at Elaine. But she wouldn't be the God of the Sun if she could be damaged by the very thing she studied for over a thousand lifetimes. She doesn't even move and absorbs the plasma beams into her halo before releasing an explosion of pure heat. 

    Lenoly bursts onto the scene and absorbs it into her body. As a large swath of the forest is burned away around Elaine, our side is spared from it. The little bakari shines from the inside with overwhelming power, and her eyes glare radiantly. 

    Svanhild suddenly charges toward the Old Human with her rocket lance from the side. The dark matter tip on her spear appears to be trained on the God of the Sun, who raises her arms in surprise. However, the Dragon Knight shoots past her and heads for the battle between Rolan and Nemesis. 

    That moment of inattention allows Tamariki to close the distance and slam into Elaine. If Kerry's meteoric impact couldn't harm her, this won't show much effect either. But the red demon follows it up with a combination of punches that disorients the God of the Sun. 

    Behind them, the fallen hero matches the Primordial Terror's relentless assault of blades and tentacles. Svanhild reaches Nemesis and stabs her lance into his back before pressing a button on the hilt. Holes open across the drill-shaped weapon and unleash a directed explosion that blows Nemesis's body apart. 

    He consolidates himself even before the sound of the explosion reaches me and swats the Dragon Knight away with a back-handed strike that shatters her lance. The impact sends her flying across the area, but Rewera catches her out of the air before she crashes. 

    That short opening was enough for Rolan to unleash a flurry that shreds Nemesis's bladed tentacles. Using the time it takes for him to reconsolidate himself, Halthor appears from a lightning bolt and throws a devastating flying straight. It's an attack that matches even Korenga's power, hitting the towering Crawling Chaos right in his featureless face. The impact sends him tumbling backward into an ancient tree that shatters from the impact. 

    But Nemesis immediately bursts out from the still-flying splinters and lets out an otherworldly roar from his entire body that has the humans covering their ears in terror. However, it's cut short by Aurelia shredding him to pieces with Vanadia's Will. The rotational force of the many monomolecular whips rips him apart and scatters him into the wind. 

    I watch in silent awe. Normally, I would have moved to help already, but seeing these members of demonkind and new humanity fight Elaine and Nemesis to a standstill makes me want to see how far they can go. 

    The Primordial Terror's level is so far beyond anything in this world that he doesn't even need to imagine himself winning. His absolute victory should be a foregone conclusion in his mind, which is why their desperate imagination allows them to overcome his lack of any. 

    And when we learned the truth about Elaine, combined with seeing her human appearance, she lost her mythical status as the God of the Sun. Now everybody here knows that she's also only a mortal being clinging to a fantasy. She is no different from them once they stand on the same playing field. 

    These two's misconception that it would be impossible for these lesser creatures to defeat them is exactly why they have the potential to do so. After all, this is a space of infinite possibilities. And that includes the possibility that mortals will win against beings with seemingly untouchable cosmic powers. 

    "All of this is useless!" The Primordial Terror roars and consolidates his shape. Then he shakes his body, and countless black blobs separate from him like oily droplets. The moment they hit the forest floor, they begin writhing and growing, taking on humanoid shapes within seconds. 

    It would seem he was carrying more artificial Crawling Chaoses inside him for this very situation. They're physically imposing, reaching a similar height and shape to my true appearance, showing that they're a different class than those we faced in Rhodos City. But whatever the case, they won't stand a chance against real people with their own minds and souls. 

    Two streaks made of pure darkness move across the battlefield. It's Uten and Saten charging into battle while turning into their true appearances. I watch the twins rip through the artificial Crawling Chaoses with efficient brutality and nod in satisfaction. The difference between their showing in Rhodos City and here is staggering. They were already improving at a remarkable rate before, but teaching them spatial manipulation must have opened their minds to the true power of a Crawling Chaos. 

    Meanwhile, Asoko heads for Elaine to back up her two girls. The God of the Sun has blasted Tamariki back with a coronal mass ejection from her sun-like halo, giving herself some breathing room to unleash a barrage of plasma. My other half transforms into her true appearance and turns into a red and black blur that dodges the beams coming for her. 

    Lenoly continues to absorb the power from Elaine. Here, she has no limits and can take in even plasma that would normally break down the bonds between the very atoms making up her body. Niko tried the same outside the Tesseract and was punished for it by the laws of physics. But the little bakari could turn into a living sun now. 

    Then I remember that somebody is missing and hear the cracking of undergrowth. Korenga bursts from the greenery and flies toward Nemesis. When Elaine pulled us into space, she must have been flung far away and could only return after Exia created solid ground under her feet. 

    The Black God delivers a monumental punch to Nemesis's chest. His upper body bursts under the impact, showing that even she has overcome the difference in power. But he instantly pulls himself together and returns the gesture with an uppercut that launches Korenga into the sky at escape velocity. But luckily, Kerry catches her in their own meteor-like way and sends her flying back down to Earth. 

    In that time, Rolan, Svanhild, and Halthor assault Nemesis together while Uten and Saten dispatch one artificial Crawling Chaos after another. The Primordial Terror seems unable to use his causality-altering ability, with which he avoided everything before. Perhaps he can't imagine the fact that we're simultaneously inside and not inside the Tesseract right now. 

    Under cover of everybody's onslaught, Kamii stealthily moves toward Nemesis. Her combo counter that could vaporize even Proxima Omega has stacked even further since. She should have the power of a directional explosive on the level of the Proxima's self-destruction in her crab pincer right now. Some curses work on our kind, and we can only hope hers works on Nemesis. 

    I look back at those not participating. Aurelia has drawn back and observes the situation to decide where to help. Gram's shield generator has been destroyed, so he feels he can't contribute to this battle anymore. Dregana kneels by Hestia's side, ready to shield the unconscious Fata with her body. Rewera waits for my order, unsure of what she can do in this monumental confrontation. Exia has her eyes closed and appears to be concentrating on holding this imaginary real space together. 

    Daica watches everything in silence, but her expression reveals her thoughts clearly. She feels wholly inadequate to join this battle with a mere grenade launcher. And against Elaine and Nemesis, her greatest combat asset, the curse to disintegrate all living things she touches, is useless. If she gets close to the God of the Sun, she will be evaporated, and the Primordial Terror is most likely immune to her like I am. 

    "Why are you standing around like this?" Senka speaks into my mind from somewhere out of sight. She's right to wonder since I would normally have been the first to jump into battle. But right now, I feel somehow content as an observer. After all, my comrades seem to have the upper hand even without my help. 

    "Lady Hestia!" Dregana exclaims behind me, and I turn around to see that the fallen Fata has awakened. She looks around, surprised to find herself in the middle of a forest, but quickly gains her bearings. 

    "My wings and legs..." Hestia moves her regrown limbs with wonder in her eyes. She then looks up at me and grows teary-eyed, instinctively knowing that it was me who healed her from the brink of death. 

    "Are you good to go?" But I don't give her time for sentimentality and nod in the direction of the raging battle. Although her body is fully mended, she might still be shaken by the grievous wounds she sustained earlier. 

    "Of course." The fallen Fata stands up and spreads her organic wings demonstratively. But when she does so, I see a hint of sadness in her gaze. She must be thinking that without her cybernetic wings and the many weapon systems they could carry, she can't make as much of a difference in battle. 

    "Our opponent is Nemesis." Aurelia finally decides to join the fray again and addresses Hestia. She points at the fierce battle where most of our numbers are concentrated. 

    Elaine appears to have overheard Aurelia, and her eyes narrow in displeasure. The Golden Queen was one of the people present when Alexander died, which makes her directly responsible for his murder in the God of the Sun's eyes. Being ignored like this leads to her making the decision to put an end to this battle. 

    "Exia, bring us somewhere else if you do not want your precious Earth annihilated." She calls out to the Guardian of the Soil while spreading her arms. Exia's eyes widen, and our surroundings shift immediately. The lush forest of the Dark Continent is replaced by a desert devoid of all life under a reddish sky. I can instantly tell that this is the surface of Mars. 

    But nobody seems to be affected by the lack of an atmosphere. By now, all my comrades have already reached the mental state that allows them to survive in a vacuum without thinking about it. However, the change in scenery causes everybody to cease their movements and look around in surprise. 

    Elaine brings her hands together in front of her, and I realize what she's about to do. Before I can move to stop her, Kerry flies in from the side. The God of the Sun unhesitatingly faces her child and practically rips open a gash in space with her bare hands. The Sun's energy pours from the rift and blasts the God of Comets. The tiny obsidian body disappears inside the coronal mass ejection that evaporates the surface of Mars all the way to the horizon. 

    But from within the continuing solar eruption, the glowing-hot Kerry bursts forth and snaps forward like a rubberband being let go. The built-up energy from flying against the flow of a solar storm turns the God of Comets into a relativistic kinetic missile that punches a hole through their mother's chest. 

    They then impact the ground a short distance behind her, releasing the energy of an extinction event meteorite. Before the shockwave has time to spread even a meter around the impact site, our surroundings shift to the surface of the Moon. A distant spot in the sky shines brightly, and I find that it's Mars; the red planet's crust has been cracked open by Kerry's attack and is peeling off in a massive explosion. 

    The little Old Human bursts out from inside the Moon where this shift in locations left them and looks at their mother through their helmet slit. Elaine is still standing with a circular hole in her chest, seemingly unperturbed by the damage to her body. The wound is neither bleeding nor cauterized but glows from within. 

    Wordlessly, the God of the Sun unleashes the power of the Sun from within her. Her entire body explodes into light, and the surface of the Moon under her feet vaporizes into glowing-hot dust. She's turning into a living sun. 

    "That's enough." Before the heat radiation can hit us, I grasp a cutout of space around her and form a barrier made from darkness itself to isolate her. It's an adaptation of the perspective trick when I twisted off the Helios Cannon from the surface of the Rhodos station. Then I turn to Kerry, who stares at the barrier with wide-open eyes. I could crush this sphere inward and reduce Elaine to a singularity, but I know it would break their heart. "What should I do with her?" 

    "Release her. I got this." Exia calls out to me, and I glance back. That's when our surroundings shift and return to the interior of the Tesseract. It's not the Rift Chamber but one of the infinite recursive rooms. As long as we keep Nemesis here and observe our surroundings, he won't be able to return to the Rift Chamber and leave through the tear in reality. 

    "Are you sure?" I look past Elaine's prison and watch the others stare down Nemesis after the two quick scenery changes stopped their momentum. We're still in a precarious position, so I'd rather not slip up here and let the God of the Sun regain her footing. 

    "Yes. I will seal her imagination." Exia gives me a confident but grim look as if she has made up her mind about something. Sidonia could seal Zeke's powers, but that wasn't inside this space of infinite possibilities. It will surely take more than simple imagination to do that with somebody as knowledgeable and powerful as Elaine. 

    "Alright, I believe in you." With these words, I lower my hand and undo the cosmic barrier around Elaine. However, the God of the Sun seems to have calmed down as she's no longer as luminous as the Sun itself. All her physical features have been erased, leaving a glowing human-shaped body that floats an inch off the floor. 

    "Let's put an end to this all, Elaine." Exia declares in a determined tone, and I realize that her feet are melting into the Tesseract's structure. She must be tapping into the Reality Engine directly to seal Elaine's imagination. 

    "Wait, if you do that, you'll never be able to leave this space again!" I call out to the cloud girl, who only answers with her lips curling up into a sad smile. 

    "It's a sacrifice I'm willing to make." She says before raising a hand toward Elaine demonstratively. However, the God of the Sun's radiance doesn't fade. 

    "This is not a fantasy, Exia. And it is all thanks to you, creature." Elaine says in a surprisingly calm tone. The cloud girl stares at her in confusion, then glances at me with a worried look. The God of the Sun turns to me with her featureless face. "I may no longer be able to live outside the Tesseract, but I have no need for it anyway." 

    I narrow my eyes as I look her glowing figure up and down. Within my life sense, her light is so radiant that it blots out its surroundings. It's like nothing I've ever seen before and seems to defy the void-like existence that is a Crawling Chaos. 

    "Impressive." Nemesis's human voice echoes through the room, and I look at where the others are fighting him. But that's not where his voice came from. The Primordial Terror sits upside down in an armchair on the ceiling, back in his signature white business suit and holding a glass of wine. 

    When we returned inside the Tesseract, he branched off the possible realities again and separated from his fight against my comrades. As if this realization of mine is a signal, the other reality fades away, causing everybody's attacks to nearly hit each other. Korenga phases through the afterimage of the Primordial Terror and almost stumbles into Kamii's strike from the shadows. 

    The little dark elf misses the Black God by a hair's breadth and rolls across the floor, her eyes widened in a terrifying realization. If she had hit Korenga, the force would have launched her through the entire Tesseract and perhaps even damaged the Reality Engine. 

    "Where is he?!" Not having noticed how close she came to being forcefully ejected from the Rhodos station, the Black God looks around in anger. I glance up at Nemesis, who puts a finger over his lips with a sardonic smile. 

    "You have certainly transcended. I can no longer call you a lesser being." He then addresses Elaine in a tone of genuine praise, but his tilted-back head and self-confident smile show that he still doesn't consider her a potential threat. The God of the Sun looks up at him, her reaction indiscernible on her featureless face. "Once I finish my business on the other side, we could perhaps converse about eternity?" 

    "What makes you think I will let you leave?" I call out to the Primordial Terror. 

    "What makes you think you can stop me?" He throws the question right back at me and breaks out into an abyssal grin that seems to suck in the light surrounding his face. 

    At those words, his army of artificial Crawling Chaoses go berserk and lose their shapes. They turn into whirlwinds of tentacles that overwhelm my comrades with sheer mass. While they seemed to be fighting with clear intent before, they have become nothing more than bundles of cosmic hunger. Their unpredictable movements make it hard for all but Uten and Saten to defend against them. 

    I raise my arm to gesture for Hestia and Aurelia to head to their aid but feel compelled by my instincts to move my body away from where I stand. My extended arm evaporates without a trace a split second later. If my instincts hadn't informed me of the impending attack, that would have been the better half of my body. 

    I look at Elaine, who hasn't moved from her spot, but I can tell even in her featureless face that she's smirking. Did she burn through me at the speed of light? But I should have been able to perceive it with my spatial awareness. Then again, that must have been the reason I could sense something and dodged it in the first place. 

    "Did you know that light is everywhere at once along its path?" Elaine explains calmly, but there's a clear mocking undertone in her voice. "Can you see it?" 

    When I concentrate all my senses on my spatial awareness, my sight becomes overloaded. Elaine's glowing figure is everywhere at once, occupying space itself with her shape duplicated into infinity. Some of her parts are cut off by people's shadows and dimmed by reflections off the walls. If I weren't a Crawling Chaos, the shifting kaleidoscopic reality of her existence would have broken my mind. 

    "Now, I have nothing to fear." She raises her hands in a grand gesture, mirrored by all her visual representations at once. But I spot the most minuscule of delays at the farthest points from her. It shows that she is still only moving at the speed of light, perhaps even in the form of self-imposed limitation. She hasn't surpassed the limits of this dimension. 

    "I see now." I tilt my head slightly and look at the original standing at the center of this mind-bending light show. I must admit that she is indeed an existence beyond physical reckoning now. No technology could ever hope to understand the truth about her; no living being of this mortal dimension could match her new reality. But I use neither technology nor am I a being of this world. 

    "You may be a native existence from the other side." Elaine continues her monologue without hearing my words. In her hubris, she doesn't even understand that in showing me this possibility, she has opened my mind further. "What you take for granted, I have studied, internalized, and now finally harnessed for myself." 

    "Are you saying I'm a genius and you're the normal person surpassing me through hard work?" I raise a hand toward my comrades to stop them from trying to engage Elaine. They can't see what I see, so they won't even understand what hit them. 

    "No, you are the normal person. I am the genius who put in the hard work to surpass even real gods." The God of the Sun responds in a tone dripping with superiority. 

    "Then show me what all that hard work amounts to, genius." I raise my regrown hand and beckon her to fight me. 

    "I already have." Elaine turns her featureless face to look across the representations of herself in this space at the border of time itself. But my spatial awareness catches her out, and my hand rises reflexively to grab her by the throat as she tries to burn through me. As if my touch was the antithesis of her very existence, all her duplicates snap together into her luminous form in my grasp. "What?!" 

    "Why have you limited yourself to the speed of light? Is it because you fear what lies beyond it?" At those words, the world around us is steeped in utter darkness. In this one moment, I surpass the perceived speed limit of this dimension and drag Elaine into the beyond with me. I drop her, upon which her light ceases, and her body returns to its human form. 

    "What have you done?!" She cowers on the floor before me naked and demands to know in a hysterical voice. But instead of answering, I melt into the blackness and stare at her from every angle at once. 

    Beyond the speed of light is my kind's realm, where time and space have no meaning. Here, I am truly everywhere at once, like Elaine claimed to be in real space. I revel in the feeling that a transcendent being that has gained even Nemesis's approval is akin to a frightened child before me. She's shaking and terrified for the first time, unable to grasp even the concept of what I did to her. 

    Then, something clicks in her mind, and her eyes widen. 

    "What lies... beyond the speed of light? That is impossible! Not at this scale!" Elaine musters the mental fortitude to argue despite the reality of the situation. Then, the fallacy of her statement dawns on her, and she gasps. 

    "And that is why you will forever be a lesser being." I declare with an abyssal grin that stretches across this entire space of absolute darkness like a tear in the fabric of reality. Elaine screams when she sees this, finally realizing her inferiority. Her belief that she had reached or even surpassed our realm has been shattered with this short display of the fundamental differences between our existences. 

    I return perception to normal, and we're back in the cubical room. The God of the Sun remains in her human form, shivering on the floor in a fetal position. I can tell she has lost more than just her will to fight after the glimpse of true infinity. 

    "What did you do?" Aurelia asks with a dubious look while Kerry runs over to check on their mother. For everybody else, it must have looked as if Elaine teleported in front of me and collapsed into a puddle of self-deprecation in an instant. 

    I don't answer her and glance up at Nemesis, who remains in his armchair. Elaine couldn't see him since she was limited to perceiving the world through light, but he was there in the darkness with us. Asoko and the twins couldn't follow me there yet, but he observed our entire exchange while sipping his wine as if it were the most natural thing to do. 

    "You are next!" I point at him and declare, swallowing my uncertainty and replacing it with courage.

  


   
    Chapter 211 - Final Nemesis 

      

      

    "Is that so? Then come." Nemesis stands up and absorbs the armchair back into his body. That's when the ceiling under his feet suddenly rises and forms a gigantic maw of darkness. He reacts quickly enough to drop down before it closes around him. The sound of his feet landing on the chamber floor alerts everybody to his presence. 

    Korenga motions to charge at him despite being surrounded by the rampaging artificial Crawling Chaoses. But then, she suddenly stops and looks up like everybody else does. Their eyes are glued to the black mass undulating on the ceiling, from which a gigantic upside-down woman emerges up to her hips. 

    "Mithra promised that I would be the one!" The woman points at Nemesis in an accusing tone, speaking in a distorted yet familiar voice. It's the sound only a Crawling Chaos can make, but it possesses a hint of somebody we all know. 

    "Karina. What happened to you." I call out the Witch of the End's name, and she turns to me. It doesn't come to me as a surprise somehow, so it's a rhetorical question. Somewhere deep in my mind, I must have already made the connection when Mithra sent me to the Moon to meet Karina back then. 

    This is the creature that gave birth to my mother and led to Aldeath's downfall. It's the namesake of our kind, although it came to Earth only thirty years ago. It's the original Crawling Chaos. As I watch the mass approach us, I understand now that Mithra didn't launch the creature into space merely to save the Dominion; it was also to let it eat Karina. That means I never met the real Witch of the End. 

    "I was playing along, but now I find you heading for the other side instead of me!" Karina ignores me and reaches out to grab Nemesis. He flicks a finger at the approaching hand, upon which it bursts apart as if it exploded from the inside. She's clearly not hurt by this and merely grows angrier. "Damn you!" 

    Suddenly, the room expands by three orders of magnitude, turning from a cubical hall into a seemingly multiple-kilometer-wide space. It was clearly Karina's imagination, as she has now grown alongside it to truly titanic proportions. Then, the entire ceiling comes down as one black mass, with her gigantic body at the center. 

    All my comrades simultaneously unleash their ranged weapons and destructive magic at the falling Crawling Chaos. But the creature covering several square kilometers with its mass shrugs it all off. Chaos-Karina has more than enough matter to repair all the damage instantly as she poises herself to swallow us whole. 

    "That way isn't up." Exia declares, and everybody's perception shifts. We find ourselves standing on the wall, and gravity takes hold of us. The formerly falling Crawling Chaos crumples into a blob under her own weight. Those among us who can fly help those who can't land on the distant floor. 

    When everybody is back on their feet, we face an approaching tidal wave of blackness. It's made up of countless wriggling tentacles, rolling over each other in their eagerness to catch us. Once again, everybody discharges their weapons and spells to slow the tide. All except for me. 

    While I didn't want to think about it that way, making a clone of me in Asoko felt like Mithra was trying to create a backup to fulfill his plan. In that sense, making a Crawling Chaos grow this large and powerful could be seen as a backup for Nemesis. Given Chaos-Karina's words, it sounds like Mithra promised her that she would be going to the other side. So his plan involves a powerful Crawling Chaos returning to our progenitor rather than Nemesis in particular. 

    "Some help here? She's coming!" Asoko's voice pulls me from my thoughts, and I look ahead to find Chaos-Karina emerging from the wave up to her waist again. She seems to have shifted her target to us since my comrades are actively attacking her. 

    "Don't worry. I got this." Nemesis suddenly announces in a feigned heroic tone and lands halfway between us and the approaching wave of tentacles. Chaos-Karina turns her focus on the Primordial Terror and converges on him with all of her mass while he stands with his back to her. 

    He smiles sardonically with his eyes clearly focused on me before he turns around and spreads his arms as if to welcome the massive woman's embrace. Then, he's swallowed by the mass of tentacles, which loses its form like a crashing wave. 

    For a moment, I catch myself worrying about Nemesis. But then I realize that no matter the outcome, we will have to fight a Crawling Chaos that has the mass of both. And as if those thoughts invited disaster, the massive creature consolidates into a blob from which Chaos-Karina's upper body grows. She shifts gears after digesting Nemesis and approaches us again, intent on eating us all. 

    Suddenly, the tentacles reaching for us stop before being pulled back into the blob. I watch as parts of Chaos-Karina's form dent inward as if hit by invisible punches. Her face looks surprised, and even though her eyes are entirely black, I can see the panic in them. Then her arms and legs are forcibly retracted into her body, which loses its humanoid form and continues to compress. 

    "NooOOH?!" She lets out an otherworldly scream that overwhelms the minds of those not inoculated against the terrors of a Crawling Chaos. Then, her giant face is pulled inward, and her voice ceases. As if a black hole opened up inside Chaos-Karina, the blob continues to shrink toward a point inside it with desperate undulations. 

    Then, everything disappears into an inverted sphere a little over one meter in diameter. It gives a split-second glimpse into another dimension - one very familiar to my kind - before the three-dimensional hole turns inside out and becomes a perfectly smooth black blob. Five stubbly appendages sprout from it, and it quickly morphs into a humanoid shape. It gains colors that quickly differentiate into black hair, pale skin, a perfectly white business suit, and a blood-red tie. 

    "I told you I got this." Nemesis turns to us with a self-assured smile and adjusts his tie even though it's part of his body. He spreads his arms, and the cubical room contracts back to its original size, only to reveal that it was the Rift Chamber all along. "Now, if you will excuse me." 

    Mithra still stands next to the force field that holds back the tear in reality with Flann. Despite his bandaged face, he gives off the attitude of somebody waiting for their companion to finish up a troublesome chore before heading out to do business. Nemesis walks toward him without giving us another look. 

    I can't move. Even though I felt so confident before, seeing Nemesis dispatch Chaos-Karina despite having been swallowed whole by her has me terrified. The same is true for Asoko and the twins, who can only stand rooted where they are and stare at the Primordial Terror's back. If eating him won't work, how can we fight him now that he has so much more mass? 

    However, a streak of light flashes through the twilight of the Rift Chamber. Everybody must share my sense of déjà vu when it cuts through Nemesis's neck and stops between him and his destination. Once again, Rolan steps up to the challenge with Roshanee pointed at the Primordial Terror. 

    "I tire of this, human." His head didn't even separate from his shoulders this time, so quickly did he reconnect the cut. With a flick of his finger, he blasts the fallen hero to the side with the air pressure alone, causing him to tumble across the ground. 

    But Rolan's party already stands in Nemesis's way before he takes another step. And with this, my comrades move out to stop our final enemy. Only me and my siblings are rooted in place from instinctual terror, unable to act. 

    Svanhild wields the dark matter tip of her shattered lance as a dagger and heads for the Primordial Terror with clear fear in her eyes. He raises his hand and waves her aside like a pesky fly. She's knocked away as if hit by a truck, breaking her dragon armor and slamming her against the distant wall. 

    Halthor flies in on a lightning bolt and grabs Nemesis's shoulder to deliver a massive electric discharge directly through his gauntlet. But the Crawling Chaos merely shrugs, and the little movement sends the Thundering Knight flying into the ceiling with such force that his gauntlet shatters on impact. 

    Luna's plasma beams bend around Nemesis as if he has a gravitational field of his own and come back toward her. She's so baffled that she's slow to react, but Gram jumps in with a piece of his destroyed shield to defend her from her own magic. Even though he can no longer generate barriers, he would rather protect his comrades with his own body than stand by and let them die. 

    The plasma impacts the shield and detonates the remains of the machinery inside. The explosion throws the big man backward, causing him to slam into Luna. As if the Primordial Terror is manipulating causality, they're both down for the count from hitting the ground a few meters away. 

    Korenga tackles Nemesis to pull him down to the ground, but he doesn't budge an inch and delivers a light tap to her stomach. The impact sends her flying backward through the room's wall and the next fifteen subsequent ones, leaving only Black God-shaped holes in her wake. 

    Lenoly unleashes the power of the Sun that she absorbed from Elaine earlier in a pillar of radiant light on the Primordial Terror's head. It's even hotter than the plasma from Luna's beams, turning the surface of the floor red-hot when no other energy attacks could damage it. But when it ceases, Nemesis emerges perfectly unscathed. He blows air in the Bearer of the Flame's direction, putting out the flames surrounding her body as if she were a mere candle. 

    Rewera and Tamariki come in from both sides for a combo attack. The two Rangatira know they won't stand a chance when even Korenga could do nothing. Still, new powers can be born from desperation - especially in this space of infinite possibilities. But Nemesis raises his arms to block their punches before giving them a little push to the sternum. Their chests cave in from the force before they fly across the room and slam into the walls. 

    Aurelia throws around Vanadia's Will with such force that the horizontal storm of monomolecular whips can be seen with the naked eye. The Primordial Terror is shredded into tiny pieces, but he reconsolidates the moment the blades pass through him. As they exit the other side of his body, he waves his hand and grabs the strands with gravity before twisting them against each other. The blades shred themselves, and the Golden Queen's eyes widen in shock and anger. 

    Suddenly, an explosive grenade hits him in the face and detonates, obscuring his vision. There's no follow-up until the smoke clears to reveal Nemesis finally coming to a stop. He turns toward Daica with a blank expression on his face. 

    "Seriously?" His exasperation at the big dark elf's truthfully laughable attack is understandable. When even a tackle from the Black God and the power of the Sun from Lenoly couldn't faze him, a simple explosive wouldn't even tickle him. 

    But that's when Rolan comes back into the fight. Nemesis already raises a hand to flick him aside, but the fallen hero breaks his limit at that very moment. In an instant, he unleashes a trillion shining slashes that flow together into one. As if the sun rose in the middle of the room, his sword strokes take the shape of a radiant sphere. And at the center of it stands the Primordial Terror. 

    Still, Rolan doesn't stop, surpassing even that feat of impossibility in his desperation to end Nemesis. Numbers become meaningless as he breaks through reality and turns his strike into a concept. As he spends all his strength and willpower on this attack of a lifetime, he finally sheathes Roshanee as if to seal himself before collapsing to his knees and gasping for air from the overwhelming exertion. 

    The Primordial Terror's torso and the lower half of his head have been erased from existence. His mass wasn't merely cut into pieces but removed from reality as a whole by Rolan's attack. Nemesis's widened eyes show both surprise and anger as tendrils sprout from the severed limbs and weave together a new body for him. 

    Before he can lash out at the Chosen One, Hestia lets out an eerie scream that echoes through everybody's minds. He turns to find the fallen Fata's eyes burning in black hatred. Then, a beam of darkness emerges from them and washes over him. It physically pushes him back even though he must still have considerable mass even after Rolan erased more than half of it. 

    Yet, he soon comes to a stop and raises a hand against the unceasing discharge of matter-erasing darkness. Then, he sets one foot before the next and approaches Hestia, who screams from the strain this cursed attack puts on her eyes. 

    Finally, she's forced to close her eyelids, and the black beam disappears. She falls to her knees and covers her eyes with her palm, screaming and squirming from the lingering pain. With the resistance gone, the Primordial Terror walks forward unhindered. 

    Dregana desperately jumps in his path and explodes into flames to take on her dragon form. But Nemesis waves a hand in her direction and dispels the transformation before it even completes, leaving behind a naked dragonkin drained of all her energy. She learned to transform repeatedly over the past half a year, but it's as if she just returned from her dragon form for the first time in her life. 

    "Move, dammit." I growl to myself as I watch the Primordial Terror continue toward Hestia. But the instinctual fear of this Crawling Chaos that can eat another from the inside has been so deeply engraved into me that all the mass in my body screams at me to run away. I can see that the same is true in Asoko and the twins, who could only watch our comrades get tossed around the room without being able to move a finger. 

    Korenga suddenly comes through the wall and rams into Nemesis. The impact pushes him back this time, forcing him to wrestle with the Black God. Her touch causes his form to recoil, and he can't muster his full strength to peel her off, even if only for a moment. 

    That's when Kamii appears in Korenga's shadow and swings her cursed arm. The Black God forces Nemesis to face the attack and lets go of him to duck aside right as the strike connects. In everybody's perception, it looks like nothing happens when the crab pincer hits him. Does the curse not work on our kind? 

    Then, Nemesis's back ripples and bursts open, spewing out the matter contained in his human shape. A wave of crude oil-like sludge sprays across the entire Rift Chamber behind him. He staggers backward as his form crumples due to a lack of matter. The cursed strike with many times the power that destroyed Proxima Omega and carved a groove into the landscape of the Dominion ripped out the Primordial Terror's stored mass. 

    I notice that Kamii doesn't follow up on her attack and drops to one knee. She holds her left flank, which has been cut open by Nemesis's tentacle at the exact same moment as her crab pincer connected. It bleeds profusely, but she doesn't seem to be mortally wounded since she tries to stagger back to her feet. 

    Korenga is there to pick up after Kamii gave her everything and finally tackles down Nemesis. She compresses his body in her grip, causing his shape to twist from her curse. In his desperate attempt to escape her touch, he grows into one mind-bending form after another. 

    Then I notice the sludge on the wall and floor gathering together beyond where the Black God squeezes the life out of Nemesis. Something rises from within like an upside-down drop of water before it takes a humanoid form. It's no longer the man in the white business suit but the Primordial Terror in his true form. 

    "Enough playing around." His otherworldly voice speaks in a cold and calm tone. He's letting us know he wasn't serious until now and fought on our level instead of fully utilizing the reality-altering powers at his disposal. 

    The Black God changes gears immediately upon realizing that the thing in her grasp is only a husk and leaps up from the ground to attack Nemesis. He grabs her face so quickly that she can't even react. A moment later, her black skin recedes back into her tattoos, and she falls to the floor, unmoving. 

    Within my life sense, his void of a presence blots out everything, so I can't even tell if Korenga is still alive. He walks toward Kamii, ignoring Mithra still waiting for him even though nobody stands in his way now. It's a sign that he wants to erase any potential interference before another pops up. 

    Hestia jumps up and screams as she activates her cursed eyes again to save the little dark elf. The torrent of darkness emerging from her eyes shoots at Nemesis, but this time, he doesn't even flinch. The beam washes over his chest, but it seems to be nothing more than a water shower that he can walk right through. 

    The fallen Fata can't even keep it up for more than three seconds, and she collapses to her knees, holding her face in pain. When she looks up with her blackened eyes, unable to unleash her curse any longer, she finds the Primordial Terror approaching her instead. 

    Rolan rushes to her help and slashes at Nemesis with Roshanee despite his exhaustion. But as if the first time unlocked his full potential, he now appears to employ his newfound power effortlessly. All of the Crawling Chaos disappears in a flash of light, erased from this universe on a conceptual level. 

    However, Nemesis catches the blade with a tentacle and snaps it in half as if it were an afterthought. Rolan stares at the broken Roshanee in shock, then looks up and meets his opponent's abyssal gaze. The fallen hero's body goes limp, and he drops to the floor. 

    Once again, the Primordial Terror overwrote reality with an outcome more favorable for him. But now, he's no longer playing around with it and uses it to end this futile resistance against him. If only I knew how to do it, I wouldn't be rooted in place, too scared to fight him. 

    I exchange glances with Asoko and the twins, who do the same as if reading my mind. Their fearful and desperate expressions show me they want to fight but cannot control their bodies. It takes all our willpower to remain standing instead of trying to escape. Regret fills our minds at the folly of facing this overwhelming existence long before we were ready. 

    Nemesis is upon Hestia and extends a tentacle toward her. Even when I see my beloved girls in danger, I can't muster the courage to act. Everybody else in the room is either unconscious or unable to move from an instinctual feeling of impotence. I know she will die if I don't do anything, but I simply can't. 

    "It has to be me, huh?" Senka suddenly speaks into my mind, and I realize that I haven't seen her since the battle began. That's when I notice the doll girl appear from Nemesis's shadow cast by the ambient light in the Rift Chamber. She's wielding a pair of rusted garden shears that open silently, and she shoots me a nervous glance - an admittance of uncertainty. "I hope this works." 

    She lunges up at the Primordial Terror and cuts through his lower leg. The shears close and sever his limb even though they look too dull to cut small branches, let alone the body of the most powerful Crawling Chaos in this dimension. Nemesis lets out a pained roar as he loses his footing and catches himself with several tentacles sprouting from his torso. Our kind feels no pain, but the attack elicited such a reaction from him. 

    The severed leg falls to the floor and remains as an unmoving blob. It should have turned into a mindless newborn Crawling Chaos, but it appears stillborn. This isn't the same as Xing's curse of darkness that can disintegrate life. It must be a conceptual attack similar to Rolan's. 

    Senka opens the shears again for another attack, but Nemesis grabs her with a tentacle and squeezes her in half. The doll girl's lower body separates from her torso, and the parts drop to the floor on either side of the Primordial Terror. 

    "Oops. I got ahead of myself." Her body remains lifeless, with not even her eyes moving, but her words echo in my mind in an almost playful tone of resignation. "But I got something out of it, at least." 

    Nemesis scrutinizes the unmoving doll beside him. Within our life sense, she's a lifeless object, but he never saw her until now, so he must think she's dead. Since she no longer moves, he turns away from her and faces Hestia again. 

    "Stop it..." I can only mutter as the Crawling Chaos extends countless tentacles toward the fallen Fata to absorb her. He clearly overhears my voice as he draws out the moment by moving deliberately slowly. 

    As if to mock me, Nemesis turns his faceless head toward me as he approaches Hestia, who can only watch like a deer caught in the headlights. She's too exhausted to move, let alone fight, and she has seen how some of our most powerful members couldn't even put a scratch on this enemy. 

    Suddenly, Kamii rushes in to save Hestia despite the wound in her flank. She swats aside the tentacles with her cursed arm in desperation. But when the strike connects, reality itself is split open where her crab pincer meets the tentacles. Nemesis is pulled inside so violently that his entire form is ripped apart. It would seem that inside this Tesseract, everybody has the potential to reach the realm of conceptual powers. 

    However, in the next instant, reality fades to reveal a different outcome. Kamii's cursed arm has been ripped from her shoulder, and Nemesis stands before her with the crab pincer in his grasp. Blood flows from the wound, and the little dark elf collapses to her knees as the Primordial Terror consumes the arm and the built-up power contained within it. 

    "My, what a delicious treat before the end." As if eating Kamii's combo count brought him back to his senses, he consolidates into his human appearance and speaks in an impressed tone. "I didn't think I would encounter such a potent concept within this dimension." 

    He looks down at the little dark elf, who glares back up at him in defiance despite her grievous wounds. His gaze sweeps past her to Hestia, then across the room, where people lie unconscious or unable to move from pain and exhaustion. He stops on Asoko and the twins, then finally moves onto me. 

    "As a reward for your efforts, I'll end it here." With these words, he turns away to head for the tear in reality. But that's when space moves, revealing Daica taking her mask off and opening the front of her bodysuit to expose her naked skin underneath. She never told us that her suit had a cloaking mechanism that could make her invisible. 

    Her expression shows anger and desperation; she watched her sister get mortally wounded and kept herself hidden for this very moment. But Nemesis clearly knew of her presence with his life sense. And even now, he could easily react and swat her aside. But he seems curious to see what she does and allows her to touch him with her exposed skin. 

    "No!" Kamii cries out, knowing that her little sister's curse doesn't work on our kind. Daica should be aware of this as well, but perhaps she believes that she can overcome that limitation inside this Tesseract. 

    But when she latches onto him chest, nothing happens.  

    "What are you trying to achieve?" Nemesis's expression darkens, and he grabs her neck to peel her off himself in annoyance. "That little grenade earlier, and now-" 

    He suddenly stops and lets go of Daica to look down at himself. The places her skin touched his suit made from his very body blisters and bubbles as if he was burned. His hand that touched her neck melts away and loses its shape. 

    "What did you do?" Nemesis demands to know as he repairs the damage with more matter from inside him, but the effect continues and slowly spreads. That's when he realizes that he can't overcome this with the properties of a Crawling Chaos. 

    Reality shifts, and all the damage disappears. But before the Primordial Terror can muster a single thought in response, the erosion of his matter continues where it left off before he branched off reality. Everybody in the room watches in confusion and fascination as space seems to fracture. Each time Nemesis undoes the damage, it comes back in an instant. 

    That's when he suddenly bursts open, and parts of his body splatter across the room. The blobs hit the ground and disintegrate into nothingness within the blink of an eye. But he consolidates himself again and regains his human shape. It would appear that he ejected all the parts affected by Daica's curse before it could continue to spread. 

    "Damn you." Nemesis looks around as the last pieces on the floor turn to dust. It was a last resort before the creeping curse could reach all of him. In playing around with my comrades, he has lost a lot of his mass. Now, his void doesn't feel nearly as large as it used to be. 

    At this realization, my body can finally move again. Without missing a beat, I burst out into my Crawling Chaos form and practically zoom across the room to attack the Primordial Terror. But something stops me, and I freeze in space. With one glance at Mithra, I can tell that this is his doing. As Nemesis glances back at me, the bandaged man shakes his head ever so slightly. All of this is still part of his plan. 

    The Primordial Terror sneers at my inability to move, misconstruing it as my instinctual fear of him still holding me back. Thus, we watch as he walks up to the force field and reaches a hand out for it. But then he glances at Mithra questioningly, who only gestures at the tentacle key stuck in Flann's chest. 

    As if that satisfies him, Nemesis slips his hand through the force field as if it didn't exist. His body is drawn in as if sucked up by a vacuum, and he vanishes into the tear in reality. Mithra gives me a meaningful look before extending a hand into the force field and disappearing into the rift as well. 

    For a moment, everybody stares with bated breath, afraid that the Primordial Terror will emerge from it again, more powerful than ever. But when nothing happens, all the tension in the room dissipates. Those still on their feet slump down as their legs give out. 

    The tentacle key still stuck in Flann's chest pops out and drops to the floor, causing her to collapse. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see her chest rising and falling rhythmically. 

    "This isn't over..." I then mutter and glare at the tear in reality.

  


   
    Chapter 212 - Beyond The Veil 

      

      

    We go around healing everybody in heavy silence. 

    It's a wonder we weren't completely wiped out, considering the enemies we faced. After finding Senka crawling over to her severed lower half like a horror monster to sew herself back together, I wordlessly turn on my heel and head for Kamii instead. The little dark elf kneels on the floor next to the powerless Hestia while applying pressure to her own shoulder with her remaining arm. She looks ready to keel over, so I quickly stop the bleeding. 

    Her expression lights up when she sees me. But when she notices my gaze, her eyebrows draw together in confusion. My thoughts must have been showing on my face again. 

    "What will it be, Kamii?" I ask with a sideways glance at Hestia, who rests her blackened eyes. The little dark elf immediately understands what I mean; I can grow her a regular arm from scratch. Now is her chance to be rid of the crab pincer and all the difficulties that come with it. 

    "I can't fight without it." Kamii replies in a sullen tone. She knows that her battle is over now; only my kind can go to the other side of that tear in reality. But I can tell that's not the real reason she's hesitant. She must think that if she had a normal right arm, she would be no different from any other dark elf. She fears I will lose interest in her. 

    I remember the day we first met. Since then, I have often expressed that I like her cursed arm's appearance. It wasn't out of pity or to make her feel better about herself but genuine admiration for the aesthetic of a petite girl with an oversized crab pincer for an arm. The fact that she hid an incredible power within it was secondary to me. 

    But that's not the reason I fell in love with her. If it were, I would be no different from those who treated her as a curiosity to be displayed in a cage. I love Kamii as a person, with or without the cool arm that broke the barrier of reality and punched a hole into existence. 

    The little dark elf's eyes light up when she reads my feelings for her from my expression. Then she averts her gaze and bites her lower lip in self-loathing. To have such doubts after everything we've been through shows her fear stemmed from a lack of self-confidence. Even the stoic Kamii could harbor such insecurities. 

    I smile warmly at this discovery and gesture toward her with one hand. The stump below the shoulder opens up, and she gasps in pain. But no blood flows from the wound while the damaged parts are cleared and turned into a clean cut with open blood vessels, severed nerves, muscle fibers, and the exposed bone underneath. 

    Then, atoms appear out of nothing and gather to form bonds that create organic matter. It swirls around the wound like dust and assembles into larger structures connecting the severed tissue. A regular arm with spotless mauve purple skin shapes within moments. 

    Unlike how I repaired the damage to Hestia's body, I made something completely new that didn't exist before. Kamii's genetic information showed that the corrupted crab pincer was her real right arm. Thus, I created it from scratch out of my imagination, using her left arm as a base. 

    The little dark elf stares at her new arm and raises it gingerly. Caressing her skin with her left hand, she senses the touch and blinks in wonder. Then, she turns her right hand and moves her fingers one by one. My heart warms at the sight of the little dark elf discovering the use of a normal right arm. Although her face doesn't show it, she's overcome with emotion. 

    It would call for celebration if it weren't for our current circumstances. Still, it's a sliver of warmth in this bleakest of times. Kamii seems to notice this as she looks up at me and furrows her brow. Then she pumps her new fist encouragingly. 

    "Thank you." I say and pat her hair. 

    "Where is Mataku?!" Korenga suddenly jumps up and demands to know in rekindled rage. 

    "He left for the other side." I reply to the Black God while breathing a tired sigh. Her expression shows she feels some relief despite everything, and when she realizes this, she grinds her teeth audibly. 

    I look around as my comrades regain consciousness or receive much-needed healing. They're all thoroughly exhausted, even though they could imagine themselves to be tireless inside the Tesseract. But the mental fatigue from facing a cosmic horror has drained them of such thoughts. Asoko and the twins exchange a meaningful look with me. 

    Our fight is only beginning. 

    At this point, we can understand why Nemesis would return to our progenitor. If he could consume Chaos-Karina from the inside, he could do the same with any other Crawling Chaos. He wants to usurp our progenitor and become the all-powerful being responsible for the lack of reality within the Tesseract. If he returns, it will mean the end of this dimension. 

    An alarm suddenly blares throughout the core chamber and interrupts my thoughts. I exchange a look with Exia, whose expression shows she doesn't understand the reason for this. Then, our surroundings shift in a kaleidoscopic pattern, and the seemingly infinite rooms around the Rift Chamber fold away into the distance. Considering Elaine is lying on the floor in a fetal position with Kerry watching over them, I don't think she's the one doing this. 

    "The Reality Engine is shutting down!" Exia finally grasps the situation and exclaims. The machine that kept this universe safe from the other side's influence for over twenty thousand years is about to cease functioning. 

    "How do we stop this?" I ask the cloud girl. 

    "Only Elaine would know." She replies with a glance at the puddle of despair next to Kerry. She's clearly not in the state to take action right now - perhaps even forever. 

    "I'll get on it." Senka appears to have repaired herself as she's back on her feet, albeit using the rusty garden shears as a crutch. I don't have the mind to ask where those came from and watch her walk over to Elaine. But Kerry steps into the doll girl's path with a defiant look from underneath their helmet. 

    "What are you trying to do?" They ask in an almost threatening tone. Although they helped us in our battle against Elaine, even going so far as to pierce through her body at a relativistic velocity, they don't want to harm her now that she has lost her will to fight. 

    "I'm only going to get the information we need from her mind and save this universe. That's all." Senka says with a seemingly disinterested shrug. But I can tell that she's being cynical. Wasting time on emotions when the stakes are this high shows that Kerry is still a child, but I can't fault them for that. 

    I watch in silence as the God of Comets reluctantly lets Senka pass. She kneels beside Elaine and grabs her face with both hands. The once most powerful Old Human now stares into emptiness and silently moves her lips, wholly unresponsive to another person's touch. 

    Darkness spreads from the doll girl's pupils across her eyes, reaches her eyelids, and spills onto the surrounding skin, taking a vaguely butterfly-shaped pattern. Something deep inside me stirs as if recognizing her as kin, but I know that the doll girl isn't a Crawling Chaos. Her existence is as unfathomable as I always thought myself to be. But now that I know the truth, I can tell she's something different altogether. 

    It only takes a few seconds before she lets go of Elaine's face and stands up. Something tells me she has bad news for us, and when she turns to me, I know it for a fact. 

    "Out with it." I state in a level tone. 

    "At its current speed, the Tesseract will most likely unravel in less than an hour." Senka explains while glancing at the phenomenon happening around us. "When it touches the walls of the cubical structure, that will be the end of the Reality Engine." 

    Once that happens, the other side will spill into this universe. Whether that's Nemesis or our progenitor, it will mean the end for the reality on this side either way. 

    "Well, it's best everybody evacuates." The doll girl finally says while looking across the faces of our comrades. I can tell from her gaze that she means everybody but us Crawling Chaoses since she knows we will leave to face Nemesis. "And the colony part of the Rhodos station should detach and leave this space, too." 

    "That's easier said than done." Exia speaks in an anxious tone. 

    "Then get to it!" The doll girl raises her voice in urgency. 

    "The elevator is right there." I point behind us where reality seems to have retreated into the far distance. The Tesseract accommodates my imagination, and the elevator shaft opens up to reveal the platform coming up. "Time to go." 

    "What about you?" Aurelia gathers my intentions from my body language and inquires with her eyes narrowed in displeasure. The moment of truth is here. 

    "I'll stop this at its origin." I point at the force field into which Nemesis and Mithra disappeared. Flann has regained consciousness and is sitting up, staring emotionlessly at the tentacle key beside her. "Don't worry. I'm not going alone." 

    At those words, Asoko and the twins line up beside me. Their expressions show desperate resolve, but they would clearly rather run away. Beyond this point, only our kind can survive the maelstrom of raw possibility that is the realm of our progenitor. The border of existence for each Crawling Chaos is what will keep us from disappearing into infinity. 

    "Exia, I'm counting on you to get everybody out of here." I employ a serious tone, and the cloud girl salutes in silent resolve. But then I lighten up and break out into a self-confident smile directed at everybody. "I'll be right back." 

    With these words, I head for Flann. But before I can take two steps, somebody grabs my wrist, and I turn to find Kamii holding me back with her new hand. She gazes at me with upturned eyes, silent reproach in her gaze. When I glance around, I'm surprised to find the same expressions in all of my comrades. 

    I appreciate their feelings, but I won't let them come even if they insist on it. But when I look at their faces, I can tell they understand the situation. This is a battle they can't help me in, and it frustrates them to no end. 

    "I'll be coming even if you tell me no to. Mataku is there." Korenga declares while turning into the Black God to show her resolve. She believes that killing Nemesis with her own two hands is the only way she will ever find redemption. 

    I give her a sad smile, then raise a hand in her direction and undo her transformation with a single thought. She looks at her reverted pale white skin, now clear of all tattoos, then stares at me in utter confusion with her dark green eyes. 

    "What did you do?" Her voice quivers. 

    "It's time to find peace, Korenga. I will finish it for you." I say with unwavering conviction. For a moment, the depowered Black God stares at me with her mouth hanging open. Various emotions flash over her face, going from confusion to anger before finally reaching resignation and sadness. She seems to understand that what's done is done; even if she screamed at me and punched me, I wouldn't return her curse. 

    I had no right to take this revenge from her, and I expected her to rebut me for it. But she accepts my sincere wish for her to leave the violence behind and return to her gentle self from before Mataku took it from her. When faced with my honest feelings, she can't help but give in. 

    Then, my gaze moves to Hestia. She quickly shakes her head and folds her wings behind her back as if trying to hide them. I could return them to their pure white state before she was corrupted by me. 

    "This is the proof of my love for you." The fallen Fata then spreads her wings demonstratively and looks at them with joy. She always took pride in displaying the blackness I dyed her wings in until she lost them in Rikshakti. Now that she has them back, she wouldn't want to exchange them for the best prostheses in the world.  

    "And my love for you." I add with a warm smile. Now, at the edge of reality, I'm reminded once again that our relationship is the result of so many unlikely circumstances that it borders on a miracle. Even within infinite possibilities or different dimensions, I will never find somebody like her again. 

    "I will keep my curse." Daica speaks up when I finally turn to her. There are tears in the corners of her eyes, but she holds herself back from crying with all of her willpower. She has truly come a long way to be able to speak her mind from when she couldn't even look me in the eyes. "You can take it from me after you return." 

    "And you will return." Aurelia steps in and declares, not a hint of doubt in her eyes. It's more than an expression of trust; her tone suggests it's an absolute order from the Golden Queen. It brings a smile to my lips. 

    "Of course, my queen." I bow exaggeratedly, causing her to sniff in scorn. I can tell she's angry at herself for being so powerless, but she would never admit it openly. But then she suddenly reaches out and grabs my hand. 

    "Please, do not go somewhere I cannot follow." She speaks in a soft, pleading tone, ignoring the presence of everybody else around us. It's the first time I've ever seen the Golden Queen appear so weak. 

    Then, I realize she's not telling me not to go; she fears I will no longer be myself when I return. My powers have grown exponentially over the past few days and have only increased further since we entered this Tesseract. The other side may change me forever. 

    "I will always be your Chaos." I caress her cheek, and she closes her eyes with a nod, showing that she wants to believe. 

    "If you aren't, I'll slap some sense into you." Daica takes the glove off her right hand and raises it demonstratively. But she hesitates to touch my cheek after what she did to Nemesis earlier. She fears her curse has grown so much that it will also affect me. 

    But I take her hand without hesitation and squeeze it. Be it that I have become inoculated against it or she can subconsciously control it, I don't feel any different from her usual touch. When she notices this, she returns my gesture and gives me a beautiful smile filled with all her love. 

    "The longer you drag this out, the more death flags you raise, Makoto." Senka interjects before I can address Rolan and his party next. I narrow my eyes at her choice of words but then grin with unwavering self-confidence. 

    "Bring it. I will cut them all down." Asoko and I say in unison, then stare at each other in surprise. My other half was still in the middle of her farewells with Lenoly and Tamariki and turned around after being called by our name from before our reincarnation. 

    "Don't worry, she won't be alone." Uten and Saten step up and declare with mirrored grins. 

    "But Senka is right. We don't have much time left, so we better get going." I face my gathered comrades and address nobody in particular. With a reassuring wink, I glance across everybody's faces, then turn away and raise a thumb. "We'll be back." 

    "Miss Chloe..." Rolan calls out to me but can't bring himself to continue speaking. But that compels me to look back again. Senka gives me a disapproving frown but then closes her eyes as if to say I should give him a few words, too. After all, he and his party are the reason I am here today. 

    "Hold your head high, Rolan. You have gone above and beyond to repay a debt you never truly owed." I fully turn to him and declare in a warm tone, causing him to blink in surprise. We established that he wasn't at fault for my mother's death, but he put mental shackles on himself all this time because of his feeling of guilt. "You have been a good friend to me. To the Dominion. Be free from the past." 

    Rolan stares at me in silence, trying to discern my thoughts behind saying this now. When he realizes that I'm speaking from my heart, his expression falters. Before I can see the tears in his eyes, he bends his knee and lowers his head. 

    "Thank you." He doesn't say anything more, but his shoulders quake from holding back his emotions. I let my gaze sweep across Gram and Luna, who lower their heads in gratefulness. 

    Svanhild and Halthor watch from the sidelines. I give them meaningful nods, and they return the gesture. Then I look at Dregana, who meets my gaze with her usual piercing golden glare. She seems to understand what I mean to tell her when her eyes shift to Hestia and back to me before nodding ever so slightly. 

    Exia stands beside Kerry, who still sits next to the unresponsive Elaine. The cloud girl looks at me with a lonely expression but then smiles sadly before touching the God of Comets' shoulder. The latter doesn't react, showing that they're not in the right headspace for farewells right now. It's alright; I'll see them again when I return. 

    Finally, I exchange a thoughtful look with Senka. She will repair the Reality Engine and stop the other side's incursion. There are no words needed between us; we know that we will each succeed in our tasks and see each other before long. 

    "Alright, let's go." I turn away with a wave of my hand and signal Asoko and the twins to follow me. 

    "The Maid Corps will await your return with a feast, Your Majesty." Rewera bows deeply as I walk past her, and I glance up at her face to see that she's still the paragon of dutifulness. 

    "Make sure there is plenty of meat." With an amused whisper, I pass her by. 

    Behind me, everybody starts to leave for the elevator platform I called with my imagination. Everybody except for my beloved girls who watch me depart. But among them, Kamii runs forward and catches up to me to grab my hand. Although this feels as if I'm leaving for a very long time, I haven't given her any parting words because I always felt that there are no words needed between us. 

    "I'll be back before you know it." I wink while intertwining my fingers with hers to squeeze her hand. 

    "Death flags." She says with a slight frown, causing me to blink in surprise. Senka or Exia must have taught her the meaning of that word at some point. Then, she lets go of my hand and shows me a wry smile, but I can see anxiety in her swirling amethyst galaxy eyes. "Be careful, Mahkotoh." 

    "Who do you think I am?" Crossing my arms, I give her my most confident grin. 

    With this, all farewells are complete. I approach my siblings, waiting in front of the tear in reality with Flann. She's expressionless as always, but I can tell that she's filled with uncertainty. This is what her father worked toward and what she was created for. The future beyond this point is a storm of infinite possibilities. 

    "How do we do this?" I ask her without looking back. 

    "Use this key." Our half-sister hands me the tentacle staff. 

    "I don't want to hurt you." I take it reluctantly and immediately feel the otherworldly influence this living tool exerts on its surroundings. But I can tell it's not like our kind, meaning that Mithra's origin truly is different from ours. 

    "It does not hurt." Flann replies emotionlessly. But I can tell there's more to it than she lets on. Losing oneself can't be pleasant. 

    "No, we're returning home. We shouldn't need this." I drop the tentacle key and take Flann's hand. Her eyes widen at the sensation as if she realized something. Gazing at the gnarled staff passed onto her by her father, she comes to a decision. She lets go of it, and it falls across the tentacle key. 

    I look back at Asoko and the twins and extend a hand toward them. My other half takes it and grasps Uten's hand, who, in turn, takes his brother's. Their anxiety fades when they feel the touch of their family, seemingly conducted through all of us. 

    Flann looks across our faces before closing her eyes as if making up her mind. Then she turns to the force field and reaches into it with her bare hand. 

      

    The transition to the other side is far more violent and mind-bending than I expected. Although I've seen various depictions of wormholes in fiction and experienced a failed teleportation, the real deal is quite different. 

    The Rift Chamber floor and the people watching our departure distort, and our surroundings turn inside out. Light itself bends, warping our perspectives of ourselves. I see my entire body spread out on a two-dimensional plane in front of my eyes before it wraps around a sphere. But even that is soon replaced by a painful tugging on my physical form. 

    It's worse than my first teleportation in this world. Back then, I lacked control, so when my body was getting pulled apart from all sides, I had no means of fighting it. Or that's what I thought all this time. But the sensation remains the same even with my freely fluctuating density and toughness. 

    At one point, it begins to feel like the universe is turning me inside out. Every last particle of my being is shaking, moving about against my will as if taken hold of by a different consciousness. I believe that may actually be the case. 

    Finally, we reach our destination: An new universe that looks much like our own, only brighter. Asoko and the twins appear to have had the same experience as I did during the transition, so they take deep breaths from the vacuum to calm their minds. Flann seems wholly unperturbed, but that may be because she's used to moving through space using teleportation. 

    My life sense doesn't work in this realm; all I can see is the same as I do with my naked eyes. But then I realize that all the lights in this universe are alive. This very space is a living being, an infinitely vast Crawling Chaos encompassing this entire dimension. 

    Something pushes on the boundaries of my self from all around, like atmospheric pressure. If I lose myself even once here, I will doubtlessly be absorbed and become part of this dimension itself. This is what it must feel like to be swallowed by another Crawling Chaos. 

    "Where are Nemesis and Mithra?" I turn to my siblings and wonder quietly, but my voice echoes through this vast space even though there's no atmosphere to transmit sound. 

    "I have been waiting for you." Nemesis's voice responds from nowhere. The celestial background moves, and a body forms from the stars themselves as if they were closer than the perspective lets on. It takes on the Primordial Terror's familiar human appearance, complete with the slicked-back black hair, pale skin, white suit, and blood-red tie. "It has been a while, sister." 

    I narrow my eyes, slightly confused by his wording. But it doesn't sound far-fetched that time flows differently here, if at all. It could have been seconds or centuries since he left us in the Rift Chamber. And it must have felt like the latter for Nemesis. 

    "What have you been doing here all this time? Stare at the stars until you became a part of them?" I quip while glancing around. Even if this is a realm of raw possibilities, he certainly doesn't seem to have created anything to make this place livable. 

    "Oh, just a little restructuring." Nemesis raises his palms in a grand gesture around us. "Our progenitor is no more. There is only me now." 

    I stare at him in disbelief as the universe around us begins to move, swirling in a dizzying display of cosmic power. But I can sense that it's the truth; this isn't the vast being we saw earlier when it destroyed Akashic-Yuna's mind and swallowed her soul. It's a part of Nemesis. 

    "Thank you for coming here." He remarks with a sardonic grin. Although he still looks like the old Nemesis, his atmosphere has changed. "Now I can see it again." 

    With these words, the universe stops, and we float far above the Earth. This is still the other side, but I can instinctively tell that this is also the real Earth. From our vantage point, I can see the land on which Tokomaha stood to catch the Moon when it fell. The continent itself is covered in cracks that she did her best to fill back in. Entire mountain ranges have been leveled in the wake of her divine feat that she now slowly raises back up. 

    "How should I eat it?" Nemesis wonders as if talking about a snack. He extends a hand toward Earth and grabs at it, and I flinch in shock. But instead of crushing it, he plucks the entire planet out of space as if it were an apple. It's a play on perspective only a Crawling Chaos can do. "Just biting into it would feel... unceremonial. After all, it was my home for most of my life. Even if my memory of it will fade in the eternities to come, it still deserves a fitting end." 

    The Primordial Terror already considers things on a cosmic scale. Time and space are meaningless for a being whose very body and soul are made of them. With the Reality Engine shutting down beyond the rift, he could easily extend himself to the other side. Compared to how he casually holds the Earth now, Tokomaha's desperate struggle to stop the Moon seems laughable. This is the true power of the cosmic concept that our progenitor represented. 

    "This isn't real, sister." Asoko suddenly says while Nemesis produces a spoon from his sleeve. It causes him to look up from his would-be meal for a moment before peering down again and finding that the Earth has disappeared from his grasp. Instead, it now floats between my other half's palms. "Anything is possible in here. That's why he could consume our progenitor and take its place. But that also means we can do the same with him." 

    "That is not quite right. Your progenitor existed without a mind of its own." Flann corrects my other half in an emotionless tone and shakes her head. "Only a consciousness can utilize imagination. Without it, there is only raw possibility." 

    That's what allowed Nemesis to take over. Our progenitor had no mind of its own, so the moment his mind entered this realm, he must have taken over by default. Now, as long as he maintains his sense of self, we won't be able to overcome him in the same way. 

    "Indeed. You cannot even begin to imagine my power now." He says while reaching out toward Asoko. She moves her hands as if to shield the Earth, but he plucks it from her and carries it in his palm once more. "After I have disposed of you, my kin, my mind may fade into infinity eventually. Until then, I will enjoy this potential to its fullest." 

    "What do you mean, fade into infinity?" I ask quickly to stop Nemesis from sinking his spoon into the planet as if it were pudding. 

    "What do you think I could mean? In here, nothing has any meaning. We're in a dimension in which anything is possible." The Primordial Terror says while swinging his spoon like a conductor's baton. It almost sounds like he's reciting a pre-recorded statement rather than speaking naturally. "But infinity is truly a long time, even for our kind. Eventually, I will exhaust all my imagination. I will stop dreaming. Our mind will fade. Eternity is existence without living. Our fate shall be the same as our progenitor's." 

    Sometime in the middle of his monologue, he started referring to himself in the plural. Perhaps his mind has already degraded, and he's acting tough before us. Whatever the case, I think his mind disappearing into this space is good riddance. After all, he could destroy existence itself with the power of infinite possibilities. 

    "Stop that." I extend a hand toward Nemesis and take the planet out of his hand. Tokomaha is currently the will of Earth, and I won't let him hurt her. Every other reason feels secondary to me. 

    "Why do you care so much?" The Primordial Terror wonders and reaches out to take the planet back from me. If I were in his position, I would have been annoyed by the constant interruptions, but somebody who has infinity to look forward to appears to have the patience to match. 

    "Because she is mine." I turn away from him like a child denying another a toy. Then I send Tokomaha on her way around the Sun before waving my hand and changing the scenery around us to a distant galaxy. "As long as I live, you will keep your hands off my girl." 

    "I understand." Nemesis responds with a sigh, and I narrow my eyes. There's no way he's giving in, so his following words don't surprise me in the slightest. "Then I will have to eat you first, sister." 

    "You'll have to go through me first." Asoko pumps her fist with a grin and readies herself for battle. "And I'm a snack that bites back." 

    "You will not harm our sisters!" Uten and Saten declare in unison and glare at the Primordial Terror. 

    "There will be no harm done. All of you will merely return to being part of us." The Primordial Terror declares and looks at Flann with a gleeful smile. "Like your father did." 

    I raise an eyebrow at those words. I don't believe for a moment that Mithra is dead. Everything so far happened according to his plans, so being assimilated by Nemesis must have been part of it, too. Perhaps he will return to life after we defeat the Primordial Terror. It could be the reason he created Asoko and the twins from me and left Flann as a guide for us. Five minds, five imaginations, to oppose Nemesis, who stands alone. 

    "Come now." He melts into the universe behind him as if it were the surface of a pool while waving his hand in a beckoning gesture. Then, the entire field of stars begins to move again. "Struggle beautifully, our kin, for this is the ending that we all deserve." 

    "It will only be your end!" I declare and extend my consciousness outward. In this infinite space within Nemesis, I can tell that not only the galaxies before us are moving, but the entire universe is coming together to swallow us. "Stay together, everyone." 

    "I'm not sure where to start." Asoko looks around, commenting on the futility of fighting the universe itself. 

    "I shall make sure that the border between you and Nemesis remains stable. But that is all I can do." Flann announces in an emotionless tone that belies the severity of the situation. A moment later, she vanishes in a vortex, and her voice echoes in everybody's heads. It's as if she became part of all of us. "I pray for your victory." 

    I believe in our half-sister. Maintaining our borders of existence alleviates my biggest fear of getting absorbed in an instant by this infinite being that Nemesis has now become. Still, it doesn't change the fact that we have no real means to fight him. 

    No, that doesn't matter here. Even if he is infinite, he's still only one individual. When imagination turns into reality, more minds are better than a single one. We stand together against his fantasy with our collective wills. 

    "Asoko, Uten, Saten. It's time." I extend my hands toward my split parts to call them to me. 

    "Time to do that, huh?" Asoko nods in approval with her arms crossed. 

    "I see you know what I'm thinking." I smile in satisfaction. 

    "Of course. Who do you think I am?" My other half asks in a rhetorical tone, then cracks a grin. 

    "What is it?" Uten and Saten don't understand our conversation and glance at us in turn. They're not on the same wavelength as Asoko and me since they're younger selves of me. Still, with a little reminder, they should know what I mean. 

    "You know what it is." But I cross my arms to match Asoko's stance as we look at Uten and Saten. They stare at us for a moment, blinking their eyes in a lack of comprehension. Then they look at each other, and it dawns on them. Their faces light up with excited smiles. 

    "Let's do it!" I declare in a booming voice and extend my limbs. First, Uten and Saten wordlessly latch onto my right and left arm each. Then, Asoko comes from behind and grabs my waist. 

    For a moment, there's only silence as we float in space in all of our ridiculous glory. We're here, far beyond the edge of reality, facing a cosmic god, and it looks like we're fooling around. I'm sure Nemesis is watching with an eyebrow raised in confusion. 

    We never did this before, but we all somehow understand what to do. Uten and Saten wrap around my arms and lose their shapes while Asoko covers my legs in the same way. I feel the life energy and emotions of my split pieces. Our minds meld together, and we let go of the borders between our existences. 

    But I sense Flann maintaining our senses so that the individuals named Chaos, Asoko, Uten, and Saten don't disappear into a single larger consciousness. We five become one in body and mind, but we also still exist simultaneously. When our kind is involved, reality becomes muddled; when multiple come together, we break through common sense. 

    The feeling of my lost parts reconnecting with my soul gives me a sense of completeness, even though I know it's only temporary. I had never felt that something had been missing from me since the day they split off. But now that we are whole again, we can tell that this is what we should have been all along. 

    Our memories mix and explode like a new universe in our collective mind. We share everything we have ever experienced, and our thoughts flow into each other. Asoko and the twins learn the truth about our existence, and I feel sadness overcome them. They now know what happened to our mother. They sense the devastation I felt when I lost her. 

    As they fight to overcome the emotions, I relive their memories from the moment they split off from me. Asoko's entire life from when she woke up alone in the desert. Uten and Saten gaining their consciousness and being worshipped in Kauroa. Our time together, our time apart. 

    And my other half speaking to Mithra and the reason for her departure with her share of the Maid Corps. She's aware of that fact, but we understand each other. There's no reason for worry; we're all one and the same now. 

    We blink, and the tears in our eyes scatter into space. Gathering all our thoughts and emotions, we reach a single thought: Unwavering determination. 

    "Combination of hearts and souls!" We declare in a booming voice, echoing through this vast space of infinite potential and the dead end of the cosmic minds that inhabit it. As if it's the most natural thing to do, we steal the matter from Nemesis surrounding us. Our combined body becomes an amalgamation of the five of us, clad in a veil of stars and cosmic dust. " 

    "What are you doing?!" The Primordial Terror's voice, serene and superior until now, sounds surprised, even panicked. "How can you so easily take a part of us?" 

    "We have no idea!" Crossing our arms, we roar in overwhelming self-confidence despite admitting our ignorance. Of course, there's no way to explain this phenomenon, but it just feels like we could do anything now that we're home. "But that's what it means to be Chaos!"

  


   
    Chapter 213 - Colony Catastrophe 

      

      

    Rolan looks back in worry as they run to the elevator platform. Chloe and her kin have disappeared into the force field surrounding the tear in reality after their heartfelt farewells, and he can't help but think that he will never see them again. 

    "Be safe." He mutters more to himself than anybody in particular as he turns away. He prays for Chloe and the others who headed out into the unknown to save them from an evil threatening all of existence itself. 

    He knows that she has become more powerful than he could ever understand, but he can't help but worry. If not for Nemesis and the Old Humans intertwining their fates, he and his party would have never met her. This insignificant human called Rolan Helt, hailing from a backwater town with no notable background, would have never been made the Chosen One. It's precisely that thought that plagues him now, having to run away while she fights. He should be there by her side at the end of everything. 

    Runa puts a hand on his arm, and his inner turmoil fades a little. Rolan takes his beloved's hand and squeezes it. He knows his existence is insignificant in a battle between Chloe's kind. Even if his newfound power could force Nemesis back for a moment, it's nothing compared to what the Primordial Terror is truly capable of in his native dimension. 

    "This is where I'll leave you." Senka suddenly stops in front of the platform and lets the others pass before speaking up. Before anybody can argue with her, she quickly explains. "I need to stay in here to repair the Reality Engine." 

    For a moment, there's only silence. Nobody knows how to respond to the doll girl since she's the only one who knows how to do it. If they had more time, she could teach Exia the intricacies of the Reality Engine, but that doesn't seem viable right now, and the cloud girl knows it. That's why she bites her tongue and looks aside in shame.  

    "Come on. It's like you're thinking I'm holding the door and dying so you can escape." Senka finally breaks the silence and tilts her head with a wry smile. It causes Exia to flinch and stare at her with an aghast expression, which the doll girl notes with grim satisfaction. Now that Makoto and her siblings are not here, she has to make the references. She then continues with a careless shrug. "That's not gonna happen, though. I'm already dead." 

    "You will return, right?" Kamii asks, ignoring Senka's quip about her undead status. 

    "I'm not a hopeless optimist like Makoto, so I won't promise anything." The doll girl replies with an ironic grin. Then she grows serious. "There's no time left. Get going already. Leave this to me." 

    With these words, and before anybody can protest, Senka activates the elevator to send them down. She watches as the platform disappears into the darkness below before the shaft begins to close. Before it does, she turns away and looks at the force field a short distance behind her. 

    She can feel Makoto's presence through her spiritual connection even though she should be in a different dimension. She can see through her eyes and witness her actions as if they were playing out right before her. In fact, her connection with Makoto is so strong and stable that she can even sense her emotions. 

    "Heh." The doll girl can't help but chuckle when she feels no fear in her mind. Makoto is filled with such infectious determination that Senka wonders if her still heart could start beating again from basking in it. "Maybe I was hasty in calling you a hopeless optimist." 

    Even though their opponent is a cosmic god with the conceptual power of possibility itself, Makoto and her siblings face him down with unwavering conviction in their own victory. If that doesn't inspire greatness, what can? Senka will have to live up to that and keep this dimension safe by stopping the Reality Engine's collapse. 

    She turns around and finds a wall before her. The Tesseract may have started unfolding, but it will be a little longer before it reaches this wall. Putting a hand on the chaotic yet familiar relief on the wall's surface, the doll girl turns back to peer into the distant darkness. The expanding Tesseract is nowhere to be seen, but it would be too late if she could see it from here. 

    When Senka looks at the wall again, a door is right before her. She places her palm on the console next to it and uses her strange ability to open any lock, regardless of how sophisticated or otherworldly it is. The automatic sliding door retreats into the wall and reveals a short hallway leading to a blank elevator platform and a stairwell. This is the simple and pragmatic backstage of the most advanced machine in the Solar system. 

    Thinking for a moment, she decides to take the stairs rather than wait for the elevator. Something tells her that it's faster if she goes about it correctly. And as she expected, when she rounds the corner to the first floor, she's already at her destination. Distance has no meaning here, and it didn't take her long to grasp how to utilize that to her advantage. 

    Senka opens the door and finds a room that resembles a smaller version of the command center on the Queen Pelomyx. Since the Reality Engine is automated by the Akashic Records, no operators are working here. But it's clear that Elaine left this as a failsafe in case she needed to take over manually. The doll girl quickly seeks out the master console and gets to work. When the screen flickers to life, so do all the others in the room. 

    "I'm afraid I cannot let you do that." Yuna suddenly appears as a hologram before Senka and declares in a mechanical tone. "My final order was to ensure that the Reality Engine shut down in case the consciousness known as Enjou Yuna ceased within me. You will not gain access to my systems." 

    This is neither a recording nor a copy of Yuna's consciousness; it's the Akashic Records performing the final contingency plan left by the Guide of Tomorrow. The doll girl stares at the hologram for a moment, then begins to type away on the surprisingly analog keyboard without speaking a word. Her fingers disappear in a blur, and the code scrolls down the screen faster than human eyes can follow. 

    "You will soon understand the futility of your work. Your analog input is but an insignificant fraction of my processing power." The hologram, a three-dimensional scan of Yuna, asserts with cold logic. Despite being the most advanced artificial intelligence, or perhaps precisely because of that fact, it doesn't emulate emotions. 

    "The laws of reality will be gone soon." Senka mutters to herself. "We'll see about your processing power then." 

      

    "Inform General Willis." Exia calls out to Colonel Sosa in the lobby of the Rhodos Tower when she spots him. He's in the process of setting up a command center to await their return and looks up in surprise. When he sees the cloud girl, he and his men stand at attention. 

    "Did you win already?" After his salute, the colonel asks in a tentative tone when he notices that some people appear to be missing from the group that left earlier. "It has only been a few minutes." 

    Time must have flowed differently inside the Tesseract. Those who went inside feel like several hours have passed already, but to those waiting outside, it appears to have been far less. 

    "We don't have time for explanations. Let me speak to the general. Quickly!" Exia extends a hand toward Colonel Sosa to demand a radio device. He gives it to her with a confused expression, and she presses the button to speak. "General Willis, I hope you can tell me that you have the authority to initiate colony detachment procedures." 

    "Lady Exia?" The general's voice responds in surprise. "What happened?" 

    "Answer my question, general!" The cloud girl orders in a tone that surprises even her comrades. If any of them weren't sure about the repercussions of the Reality Engine shutting down, they now are. 

    "Unfortunately, I have no idea what you mean by colony detachment procedures." General Willis responds, causing Exia to narrow her eyes. "The Rhodos station colony section cannot be detached from the cube section." 

    "Then we will have to do it manually." Aurelia speaks up before the cloud girl can continue. 

    "No, I know that there is a detachment function." Exia raises a hand to stop the Golden Queen's enthusiasm. "Alexander always includes those into his designs." 

    "If so, we people of the Rhodos station have neither been informed of it nor have any authority to initiate it." The general says in a regretful tone. Once again, she learns that the lives of the thirty million inhabitants of the Rhodos station are little more than pawns for the Old Humans. After all, they don't even know about something as important as being able to detach the colony section in case of an emergency. 

    "Perhaps we should consider the manual option as a contingency." The cloud girl turns to Aurelia with a worried expression. Then she addresses the general again. "Please instruct your people to take shelter. I will come to the command center and see what can be done." 

    Even if the new humanity on the Rhodos station doesn't know about the detachment mechanism, she's certain Alexander will have left the command in his system. If she finds it fast enough, they won't need to get rowdy with the station's hull where it's connected to the Reality Engine. 

    "This way, please." Colonel Sosa gestures for Exia and her comrades to follow him outside onto the plaza, where a transport ship lands to receive them. 

    "No, it will be faster if I fly by myself." She walks past him and exits through the door held open for her by a soldier. As she floats up on her cloud, she points at the transport ship as it opens its sides in preparation for people to board it. "Call another one for the others. Then take this one and show Aurelia to the section connection structure." 

    "Understood. I will personally guide the way." The colonel salutes before Exia and then turns to the Golden Queen with a professional expression. "Please follow me." 

    Flanked by four soldiers, Aurelia boards the transport ship with Colonel Sosa. She turns around as she steps onto the platform and regards her comrades. With a meaningful nod toward her, they silently wish her success. 

    "I hope it won't come to that." Exia mutters to herself as she flies up from the plaza and clears the skyscrapers around her before shooting away toward the Rhodos garrison base at many times the speed of sound. If done haphazardly, the entire colony's structural integrity could be compromised, so it would be best if she could crack Alexander's code. 

      

    Countless warning signs pop up on Senka's screen, but she removes the messages within a split second to continue her hacking of the Akashic Records. Right now, she's using her Limit Break to move as fast as if she were directly plugged into the computer. She's thankful that the input delay is so negligible with this advanced technology that she can do this. 

    The Tesseract's unfolding is documented to her in real-time, although the instruments can't detail the truth about the situation. It has already progressed more than halfway to the walls, but the effect of the other side has moved far beyond it. Even here, in this empty command center with no other minds to manipulate reality, she can tell that something is changing. 

    "What are you?" The holographic Yuna wonders when she watches the doll girl's hands moving at speeds comparable to Rolan's when he used Roshanee against Nemesis. 

    Ironically, her Limit Break has a limit. It comes from the spiritual energy she has saved up over time after consuming the life energy from her victims. Once it runs out, she won't be able to move a finger. It's how she ended up in Daica's store, where Makoto ultimately found her. If that happens again before she completes her work, it will all be for naught. 

    "A deus ex machina." Senka speaks within her slowed-down world. For anybody not experiencing the same speed, it would sound like she gave off a single short note. But the Akashic Records can parse that noise and make sense of her utterance. She shouldn't have any leeway for conversation, much less with the computer actively trying to hamper her work. But watching Makoto and her siblings battle against Nemesis makes her want to show off. 

    "Impossible." The Yuna hologram speaks in an emotionless voice when Senka manually moves and arranges the cube's modular wall sections to create a new core for the Reality Engine. It's not something a single mind should be able to accomplish; even the Akashic Records would have to dedicate all of its processing power to rebuild the Tesseract like Senka is doing. 

    If she makes a single mistake in her calculations and the fitting of the pieces, there will be an opening. The unfolding Tesseract will crash through that weakness, and all of her work will come crumbling down. And at that time, she won't be able to stop it anymore. Even if space and time don't hold much meaning on the other side of the rift, their effects are still very real here. 

    "You will not foil my final revenge!" Suddenly, the Yuna hologram glitches out before yelling in anger unbefitting an artificial intelligence. It flies through the room toward Senka with its hands outstretched to choke the doll girl. She doesn't have the leeway to react to a hologram, especially since her spiritual energy is running dry quicker than she would like. But to the doll girl's surprise, she senses something brushing against her. 

    Yuna looks around as if just realizing where she is. For a moment, Senka stops her work to watch her in utter surprise. It would seem that her soul was drawn back to this side now that the boundaries of reality have become muddled. She reconnected to the Akashic Records without even noticing. 

    "I'm back?" Yuna seems to realize the truth as the soul of her mental imprint overlaps with the artificial intelligence. All she needs to do now is recreate a physical body to stop Senka's work. But before she can even begin to imagine herself transmuting the surrounding matter into nanomachines, something tucks on her very being. It's not quite like what she experienced when the Crawling Chaos progenitor swallowed her, but she's terrified at the prospect of being pulled away from this world once more. 

    "How thoughtful of you." Senka says in a sinister tone, and Yuna looks down at the doll girl in shock. A butterfly-shaped pattern of darkness has spread over her eyes and their surroundings like a mask. Her completely black irises seem to suck in the ambient light from the computer screens. "Now, I won't have to worry about running out of energy." 

    With these words, Senka opens her mouth so wide that the seams holding her cheeks together are stretched. The inside of her maw is an abyss that seems to grow before Yuna's eyes. She realizes too late that rather than the doll girl's mouth enlarging, she's shrinking. 

    The Guide of Tomorrow's soul is swallowed into Senka without so much as a whimper. The doll girl's eyes return to normal, and she continues to type away on the console before her with newfound energy. Yuna's holographic version remains in place, glitching out from the computational error of having part of her ripped away in this space of infinite possibilities. 

    "Thanks for the top-up." That is all Senka mutters as she returns to light-speed work on rebuilding the Tesseract. To her, consuming Yuna's soul was akin to downing an energy drink. With the power gained from consuming the Old Human's soul, she will be able to finish her work long before she reaches the limit of her activity. 

      

    A continuous siren blares throughout the colony section. The civilians head for the countless shelters in an orderly fashion, showing they had plenty of disaster training. Surely, this is their own work rather than Old Human instructions. 

    Surprisingly, Exia found the system for detaching the colony section faster than expected. It shows that Alexander or perhaps Elaine prepared for a situation where they had to remove their new humanity pawns from the Reality Engine in a hurry. She quickly initiates the procedure from a console in the command center. 

    The others can only stay back and watch from the sidelines. Kamii looks at her new right arm and clenches it with a feeling of impotence. She trusts that Mahkotoh will return from this battle against Nemesis. But being given this arm shortly before she departed for the other side makes it feel like this was a parting gift. 

    She glances at Korenga, whose pale skin is now free of all tattoos. Although her overall physical appearance hasn't changed, including her muscular frame, her eyes are no longer wells of blackness. They give off a feeling of warmth for the first time since they met, and her gaze shows that she senses the gravity of the situation. She used to be unfazed by anything, but there's worry in her mind now. 

    "She will return." Hestia puts her hand on Kamii's shoulder and speaks in a reassuring tone. She may try to sound confident, but she's shaking, showing that even her conviction isn't unwavering. After all, their beloved left to fight a being so far removed from their reality that they couldn't even begin to imagine standing up to it. 

    "Yes, we will wait no matter how long she may take." The little dark elf declares and grasps Hestia's hand to squeeze it in an encouraging gesture. If Nemesis wins, this universe will disappear. But until that happens, they will continue to believe that Mahkotoh and her siblings are still alive on the other side. 

    Meanwhile, all those on this side can only hope that Senka will succeed in rebuilding the Tesseract and reinitializing the Reality Engine before reality is overwritten by the thoughts of the people in the Rhodos station. Any single negative imagination could cause devastation, both physically and mentally. 

    "You can return now, Aurelia." Exia speaks into her radio while interfacing with the console using her hair. "We won't need the manual approach after all." 

    "Understood." The Golden Queen's curt response is a sign of her displeasure. She would have liked to contribute in some way, but she's too weak to aid in the battle on the other side, and she doesn't have the technical knowledge to help Senka or Exia. 

    She floats freely in space and watches from a few leagues above the colony section where it connects with the cube. The lights shining on the massive connecting struts measuring many leagues across are the only thing illuminating the darkness behind the huge umbrella-shaped shield blocking the relentless heat radiation of the Sun beyond. 

    Suddenly, multiple controlled explosions occur in the connectors, spewing shards in all directions. Aurelia stares as debris clouds expand from the struts, noticing that the cylindrical colony section is slowly drifting parallel to the cube. Then, its gravity engines begin to move its immense mass. 

    Aurelia has seen the much larger Moon and the Earth from space, so she should not be awed by this. But the Rhodos station is a man-made structure, and the colony section measures over two hundred leagues in length. She cannot help but feel a sense of wonder when she watches it separate from the rest of the station. It is akin to seeing an entire nation moving across the ocean from high in the skies. 

    "There are reports of flooding, fires, storms, and quakes inside the colony." General Willis informs Exia as alarms continue to blare throughout the command center. Everything inside the Rhodos station is regulated by a weather control system, so such disasters should never happen. It can only generate strong gusts and heavy rain, even at the highest settings. "The monitoring station warns us that the colony's structural integrity may be affected." 

    "The other side's influence has expanded beyond the cube and reached the colony already." The cloud girl says in a grim tone as she looks up at the large screen displaying the status of Rhodos city. Although it's the inside of a space colony with artificially-controlled weather and a perfect gravity system, it now looks like a scene from a disaster movie. "We can only hope we escape its sphere of influence quickly enough before the station breaks apart." 

    The others in the command center stare at Exia in shock. The Rhodos station may have many safety features, but if the structure is compromised to the point that the colony is exposed to the vacuum of space, it will disintegrate. At that point, all the new humans will die regardless of where they hide. 

    "What can we do?" The general asks, desperate to keep her people safe. 

    "Pray." Exia shrugs with a nervous smile. She may be able to suppress conscious thoughts to a degree, albeit not as well as Sidonia, but she can't deal with the results of unconscious imagination. "But make sure you pray to the right gods. So, not me or any of my peers. They're either powerless to stop this now or already dead." 

    Her casual attitude doesn't convey the severity of the situation, and her gallows humor doesn't land with the new humans. Many of the people in the command center close their eyes and clasp their hands in prayer, just as she jokingly suggested. All that can save them from themselves now is Senka completing her work near the heart of the problem. 

    Suddenly, a new alarm joins the cacophony of noises in the command center, and everybody looks up in shock. The live schematic of the colony section shows that a large crack is forming along its entire length from the quakes conjured by troubled or perhaps even innocent minds. A tear of this size would cause such quick decompression that the atmosphere inside the gigantic cylinder would be gone in a matter of seconds. 

    "This is beyond the capabilities of the repair nano paste." One of the operators reports in a horrified tone. "An aftershock could rip open the entire colony." 

    "We can't fire the thrusters then." The cloud girl says, grinding her teeth. Due to the colony section's massive size, inertia dampers are largely ineffective. Activating the emergency thrusters would cause immense stress to the structure and could rip the colony apart in its weakened state. 

    But as if her words gave the signal, another warning pops up. This time, it shows that the rear end of the colony section has been damaged. One of the eight main thrusters has exploded from an accidental internal combustion, possibly caused by a stray imagination. This has resulted in the emergency engines being jettisoned to prevent a chain reaction. 

    "Now we only have the gravity cores!" One voice in the command center laments. 

    "Our heat coating was damaged in that explosion! We can't leave the Rhodos station's umbrella shield, or the Sun will fry the colony." Another cries out. That means they won't be able to escape the expanding influence from the other side now. 

    General Willis only stares at the screen amidst the racket in the command center. She silently curses her powerlessness as the world she grew up in and is charged with protecting threatens to collapse before her eyes. And when she sees that even the Old Human has no answer, she finds herself losing hope. 

    That's when warning windows appear all over the schematic in such rapid succession that it seems like a glitch. The noise of error messages becomes so overbearing that the operator in charge of the sound switches it off. But even without the sound, the angry red popups layering over one another make it clear that there has been a catastrophic system failure. 

    "Status report!" General Willis mentally braces herself and demands in a commanding tone belying her building despair. These readings indicate an almost uniform breakdown of the station. 

    "There are too many errors to tell. All the sensors are overloaded." An operator responds to the general's question in a desperate tone while typing away on his console. "But these aren't false positives. Something is happening to the colony's structure, but-" 

    "We have visuals on the outside!" Another operator cuts in and opens a camera feed on the big screen. It's a view of the entire length of the station, with the rest of the Reality Engine slowly receding in the background. The massive armor plates covering the colony's surface turn golden one by one as a tiny golden figure shoots across the screen. 

    "Ma'am, we have reports of the storm and fires disappearing!" A third operator explains before bringing up a camera feed showing the inside of the colony. "The clouds are dispersing. The heavy rain has stopped. An earthen dam has appeared and stopped the flooding." 

    "What is going on?" The general wonders in an utterly confused tone. 

    "It would seem we are saved." Exia suddenly declares and laughs from the depths of her heart. Everybody turns to stare at her, unsure what to make of the Old Human seemingly losing her mind. But she doesn't care and leans back in her chair to watch the camera feeds. 

    It's her comrades' doing. Not all of them came in the transport, with Asoko's two girls and Rolan and his party remaining in the city to help with the evacuation efforts. They must have done something with their powerful imagination to alleviate the effects of subconscious emotions running rampant in the colony. 

    And the Golden Queen is transmuting the station's supporting structure into gold to physically hold it together. She's also covering the outside in gold to protect it from the Sun. While the noble metal may not be a good insulator against heat radiation, it will be virtually indestructible if it's under her control. 

    "The colony will endure for now." Exia says with a sigh of relief. "The rest depends on Senka."

  


   
    Chapter 214 - Infinite Potential 

      

      

    "Very well." The Primordial Terror declares in a level tone. "You are merely a fraction of us. And when we both possess a consciousness, the one with more mass wins." 

    "You will not swallow us." We speak with our voices combined and extend our arms. Mass doesn't matter in this realm when we have every possibility at our fingertips. It comes down to who has the stronger will. "We will drag you down to our level." 

    The universe around us bounces back, and we sense the Primordial Terror's confusion. Although we can't see him, we can tell that anger wells up within him when he realizes what we have done. The surface of our celestial body is covered in black armor with a dark sheen. 

    "You dare?!" Nemesis loses his composure once again and bellows in rage. A vast spiral appears in the celestial tapestry that looks like an eye filled with wrath. "You would bring that curse into this realm?" 

    "We consider it a blessing!" With our arms outstretched, we declare in a defiant tone. This causes the Primordial Terror's anger to boil over, and he gathers countless stars into balls of superhot cosmic matter. These spheres, each larger than the entire Solar system, come down on us from all around. 

    In space, without any points of reference, size doesn't matter. Nobody can tell how large we have become after we took a fraction of Nemesis's mass. Thus, we grasp the balls of star matter in a single stroke and crush them between our palms. 

    But Nemesis already prepares his next attack. He gathers entire galaxies into their central supermassive black holes and arranges them around us like a shooting array. Their mass is brought over the brink, and they contract and spill their contents over the event horizon, turning into jets of mass and energy coming straight at us. 

    Still, Korenga's invulnerable skin deflects these attacks rivaling the energy used in the genesis of entire galaxies. Nemesis made a mistake in creating the Black God; it came back to bite him in the ass in the most important moment of his life. She can't be here, so we're bringing her revenge to him. 

    "That is impossible! In here, we are absolute!" The Primordial Terror increasingly loses his cool. Even though we can tell he still believes in his victory, cracks are beginning to show. 

    "We break through the impossible! We trample down your absolute!" With these words, we pull back an arm and punch Nemesis's spiral eye. Even though it shouldn't be physically possible due to our distance and size difference, it connects with space itself. The dimensional façade cracks, and we shatter his mask to reveal the truth beneath his universe-like appearance. He's a vast being made of countless undulating tentacles that hold together the borders of this entire dimension. 

    "What are-" He begins, but we grab his tentacles and pull him out of the void into this space. Even though he should, by all accounts, be invincible within his own dimension, we somehow manage to move his infinite real body with our finite mass. 

    As we thought, the power of will matters more than physical properties in a battle between our kind. But with the five of us combined into one body and soul, there is no will more powerful than ours in this dimension right now. 

    A club-like arm the size of the Local Group knocks into us and sends us tumbling through space, and our grip on Nemesis slips. We notice that Korenga's armor has cracked from the impact. To think that a physical attack with our progenitor's mass is more powerful than multiple supermassive black holes exploding simultaneously. Truly, our kind operates on a level beyond reality. 

    Nemesis seems to recognize that he can damage us with his tentacles without suffering the backlash from the Black God's curse. Several dozen massive flails emerge from the hole in the celestial tapestry and swing away at us. 

    We face the onslaught with our fists, blocking and striking at the incoming bludgeoning attacks in retaliation. Pieces of our armor break off, and our fists crack, but rather than being pushed back, we advance on his real body peeking through the crack in the façade we opened. 

    Suddenly, one of the tentacles is scattered by the impact from our right fist. It causes him to shy back in surprise, and he discovers that our right arm has turned into Kamii's crab pincer. If he isn't careful, we will reach the conceptual realm that the real one did when she erased Nemesis. In this place, he won't be able to split off reality since it doesn't exist in the first place. 

    "Child's play!" He dismisses Kamii's curse as such while gathering all his exposed tentacles into a battering ram the size of our whole body. If he wants to measure raw power, we will take him up on it. 

    We throw a punch with the cursed arm and meet the battering ram directly. The crab pincer crushes through in an impact of the eons, and the shockwave rips through his entire visible part and shatters it into pieces. They are quickly sucked into the hole in space where they came from and reabsorbed into his mass. 

    "Fight and die with the little humanity you have left!" We declare in a thunderous voice that shakes the very corners of this dimension. "A god stands no chance against us!" 

    "So be it!" Nemesis responds, and the universe around us crumbles, starting from the hole we opened. From within emerges his full size, gathering into a humanoid shape to rival our own. Glaring us down is a monstrous Crawling Chaos mixed with the fleeting traits of a human. Patches of pale skin cover parts of his body, and he has countless human-looking eyes misplaced on his face. 

    It's as if he has already forgotten the form he took while on Earth. He has lost touch with a human's imagination and is beginning to act on the instincts of a Crawling Chaos. Meanwhile, we are an amalgamation of what each of us used to look like. We remain human despite our overwhelming existence, under which even our Sun would barely register as a speck of dust. 

    After all, we have people waiting for our return, promises to keep, and a universe to protect. We aren't like Nemesis, who walked through life all alone. He's an empty being, and the only thing left on his mind is existence itself until even that fades into the monotony of infinity. 

    "So what now, sister? Are we to be two infinite beings locked in an epic battle until the end of eternity?" The Primordial Terror's face splits open, revealing the abyss of reality beyond it. It's his version of a grin, far removed from human emotions yet quite understandable to our own kind. 

    "Infinity. Eternity. Those things don't matter to us." We crack our knuckles before pointing at him in a challenging gesture. "We have somewhere to be after this, so let's stop wasting time." 

    "Then I shall humor you." Nemesis takes a fighting stance with his immaterial fists. It shows that he's willing to play at our level to show the futility of our struggle. 

    With the words out of the way, we let our fists do the talking. As we throw a punch, Nemesis meets it with his. Since there is no atmosphere in space, no shockwaves are created. Instead, the sheer gravity between our masses as they smash together causes the surrounding cosmic dust to be pulled toward our contact point. As our hands draw back, newly-formed stars swarm around our forearms. 

    This is still our progenitor's dimension, even though Nemesis has taken all of its mass into him. But reality has no meaning here, so he can simultaneously exist in the shape of a monstrous humanoid with all of this dimension consolidated inside him and be the space of infinite possibilities surrounding us. 

    Our battle turns into a slugfest devoid of any meaning. Physical attacks are useless against our kind, especially with the unfathomable mass we both possess now. He can't swallow us due to Korenga's curse, and we can't hurt him because he is a literal universe of matter and space. At this point, he may have infinitely more mass than we do, but the difference is inconsequential since all that matters is imagination and force of will. 

    In that regard, we have the number's advantage despite possessing only one body. Still, it's as if we were fighting a professional boxer twice our weight while in our human form. But we make up for our lack of strength with ingenuity. Kamii's curse still works, and each strike scatters Nemesis's matter into the surrounding stars. He collects himself quickly and follows up with even harder strikes, but he doesn't notice that we steal some of his mass in the process each time. 

    Suddenly, he grows countless tentacle spikes from his forearm, seeking to pierce our form and rip it apart from the inside. Our left fist turns into a giant drill lance powered by jets of ignited celestial gas. It crushes through the array of spikes coming for us and pierces the Primordial Terror's fist before shredding his forearm. It's Svanhild's favored weapon. 

    Nemesis tries to kick us away, but we catch his leg with our right hand covered in a metal gauntlet. Plasma bolts measuring several astronomical units across burn through his leg. This is Halthor's lightning strike. 

    The Primordial Terror floats back and repairs his damage, then charges back at us. It's not desperation or pain that drives him; he is merely enraged that we continue to exist in this realm when it should be fully under his control. And it's true; by all accounts, he shouldn't have any trouble annihilating us. 

    "What's wrong? Where is your absolute power?" Asoko comes to the forefront and taunts Nemesis as we dodge his lunge by gliding sideways. We can tell she's using this attitude to hide her anxiety, but I let my confidence flow into her to calm her down. 

    But her words already show their effect as the Primordial Terror roars and turns his tentacle arms into titanic blades to cut us apart. Entire galaxies are scattered by his whirling approach. But Uten and Saten counter him by splitting our arms into blades to meet his. 

    As the galaxy-sized edges collide, they generate sparks that birth new stars. Such is the scale of our confrontation that all battles that came before seem insignificant. 

    The vularen attack on the Dark Continent. My training in the Blood Pits. Assassins in the streets of Kongenssoevn. The battle in the Royal Academy transportation chamber. The sandworm in the desert. Al-Majnun's mirage city. Our deadly fight with Kiamedras. The clash with Aurelia. The assault on the Royal Academy. Training with Tahiri. The defense of Hokanui. Confronting Rapania. The Black God's rampage. Teaming up against Maungawera. The capture of Quiraqui. Our first meeting with Nemesis. Foiling Alexander and Yuna over Rikshakti. Liberating Rodens. The siege of Erbilan. Niko's meltdown. The desperate struggle against Zeke and Xing. Proxima Omega's overwhelming might. Alexander and his Mu City Ship. The Moonfall. The Venus Fleet's encirclement. The chase toward the Sun. Akashic-Yuna's takeover. Artificial Crawling Chaos mop-up. Yuna's Tesseract gambit. Elaine's ascension. Chaos-Karina's betrayal. Stopping Nemesis from reaching the tear in reality. 

    All of those battles led us to this moment. Even if they were child's play compared to what we face now, we will use everything we learned along the way. 

    As the blades clash, our movements grow faster. One bladed tentacle of darkness lights up and cuts through the universe. Then, that light turns into the concept of void. We unleash a slash that bends space itself, and a part of Nemesis disappears into oblivion. It's Rolan's crowning moment of glory. 

    But within this space of infinite possibilities, mass is a pointless concept. The Primordial Terror immediately repairs the damage from the background universe and crushes through Uten and Saten's tentacle blades before trying to tackle us. 

    We float backward and unleash a beam of light-swallowing darkness from our eyes. It pushes Nemesis back like a blast of water, and he roars in rage at being hindered. It's Hestia's curse, but we know it won't do much to him; it's merely to buy us some time for the next attack. 

    Our arms grow back and gather the surrounding stars into a galaxy-sized sphere of pure energy above our right palm. When Nemesis notices it, it's already too late, and we unleash a barrage of plasma beams that pierce through his body. His interior bleeds out and stains the surrounding space with the darkness of his form. It's Luna's self-taught magic. 

    Before the holes in his form can close, we stab our tentacles inside them and unleash Tokomaha's growth. Roots take hold in the Primordial Terror's body and spread quickly. A moment later, his form bursts open from the inside, and a cosmic tree grows to fill out this infinite space. 

    We don't think for a moment that this would kill him. The only way we can win against him is when he gives up somewhere deep inside his mind. Infinite possibilities will then converge and turn that tiny spark of despair into reality. To that end, we need to continue chipping away at his mental resistance until he begins to doubt his unshakable victory. 

    Nemesis draws his mass together and entangles the tree to consume it. We induce a spin into the many stars around us and transform the energy into an electric discharge that whips through the universe. It's conducted by the tree and explodes into the Crawling Chaos clinging to it. In a massive lightning blast that would make Tahiri proud, his mass is scattered into the cosmic background. 

    Space swirls around us, and from the stars themselves, a new Nemesis is created. Now, all human vestiges are gone, and he doesn't have a perceivable face anymore. He's a vast field of tentacles speckled with starlight - countless close stars and distant galaxies woven into the fabric of his very being. Once more, he has become the universe around us. 

    "Are you done already?" We ask in a challenging tone. Our senses have adjusted now, and we can feel the light of movement even when it surrounds us like this. He's definitely planning something. 

    That's when our surroundings come down on us all at once. But unlike the first time when he tried to swallow us, Nemesis attacks with every celestial phenomenon imaginable and unimaginable. We react by coating our skin in the Black God's curse to repel his touch. 

    Then, a rain of cosmic matter pummels us from all around. Korenga's resilience is not enough to withstand the attack, as entire galaxies meld together and explode against our body, shattering our armor into stardust. But underneath awaits a ruby-studded form that absorbs the unleashed energy as if it were nourishment. It's Lenoly's form as the Bearer of the Flame. 

    "Keep going. Give us all you got." Asoko taunts, and I quickly pull her back under before she can say more. But it's already too late, as Nemesis realizes what we're doing. He quickly changes his approach and comes down on us again to melt us into him while simultaneously continuing his barrage of cosmic attacks. We can't use Korenga's armor to defend against him this time and are engulfed by the vast Primordial Terror. 

    "I cannot keep you all separate from him." Flann's voice reaches our minds, sounding strained by the pressure of trying to maintain our boundaries. She has already been doing her best to keep the four of us separate from each other, but Nemesis's overwhelming consciousness trying to pour into us is too much for her to handle. 

    We can't fight this with the Black God's curse since it will be shattered by the power of the stars. But Lenoly's ability to take it won't protect us from being absorbed by the Primordial Terror. That's when I remember another power at our disposal. 

    Nemesis bounces back in shock when his space itself disappears. But the curse is already upon him, and he slowly disintegrates on a cosmic level. It's Daica's touch of oblivion that nearly ended him in the Tesseract. 

    However, this curse doesn't affect us, and Nemesis knows this. It means he can circumvent it, unlike the Black God's, which affects all of our kind equally. Thus, he quickly reconfigures his matter and rebuilds himself into a form immune to the curse - ours. While it may look like us in our combined state, it's a mockery of all that our beloved girls hold dear in us. 

    "Your biggest enemy is yourself, huh?" Asoko remarks in a grim tone. 

    "As it turns out, I have just the right remedy for that." I reply with an ironic grin only those with me on the inside can see. Our surface turns to gold, and the Primordial Terror's encroachment on us ceases abruptly. 

    I remember when I ate Aurelia and tried to digest her, but nothing happened. My trust in her absolute fantasy that allowed her to withstand even the corrosion of a Crawling Chaos gives birth to this phenomenon now. Whereas Nemesis had to shy back upon contact with the Black God, he can touch but not consume the Golden Queen. 

    At this point, he no longer speaks to us. Perhaps breaking him apart earlier has erased all remaining traits of his humanity. Now, all that's left is the wish to eat this foreign body within him. His cosmic tentacles slither across our body, looking for weak points, but there's an inquisitiveness in their movements that show he may have even forgotten that we're an enemy. 

    Suddenly, our surroundings begin to heat up. Trillions of galaxies swirl about our body, their movement generating immeasurable heat beyond what we could have imagined. The entire universe comes down on us as if Nemesis wants to return everything to the initial singularity. 

    I always thought that a Crawling Chaos's greatest weakness was fire when my worldview was still limited. While I can imagine many countermeasures to withstand even the heat of the Sun, this is something else. It's not a matter of temperature anymore; it's the pressure of genesis itself, generated from space contracting infinitely faster than the speed of light. 

    Our golden skin evaporates faster than we can repair it. It gets reabsorbed into Nemesis, whose presence appears to have vanished from our surroundings. He's nothing more than this living dimension trying to consume a foreign object within it. 

    At this rate, we will be ground down into nothingness. 

      

    Even with Aurelia's unwavering imagination, the Rhodos colony section is under a constant assault from the collective unconsciousness of the terrified people inside it. Most of her comrades are already helping to save the people from themselves. Meanwhile, Exia steers the colony away from the Rhodos station, but something messes with the controls, causing them to zig-zag through space rather than move in a straight line. 

    "The other side has already spread this far." She mutters while looking at the star map. They're over a hundred thousand kilometers away from the faltering Reality Engine and rapidly accelerating. However, as long as it isn't fixed, they won't outrun its influence. And the moment it reaches Earth, the world will most likely end again. 

    As her comrades face the increasingly erratic imaginations of the civilians inside the colony, Exia is left with an overwhelming feeling of impotence. She should have stayed with Senka and helped in repairing the Tesseract. But she can't be in several places simultaneously, and she's needed here just as much. 

    Suddenly, the drum-shaped colony bursts open from the inside, and an explosive decompression rips a hole into its entire length. Aurelia flies over and forces the armor plates back into place to close the gap so that the nano paste can do its work. 

    "We can't take another one of these. The entire colony could shatter." A technician informs General Willis, who glances at Exia with an expression of desperation. It shows that she's at her wit's end; she was tasked with defending the Rhodos station from potential enemy invaders, not from its people's rampant imaginations. 

    "Let me move the colony." Aurelia brings up this idea for the third time. Since she transmuted most of its outer armor into gold, she can control the entire structure even at its overwhelming size. Technically, she could accelerate it to the speed of her own thoughts, which makes it as fast as the relativistic gravity engine's maximum output. 

    However, the colony lacks inertia dampers. Everything inside would be compressed against the back wall if they accelerated to relativistic speeds within a relevant timeframe. The Golden Queen is speaking out of desperation since she knows that fact, too. And this time, Exia can't even bring herself to deny that notion. 

    The air inside the Rhodos station is changing. Everybody grows light-headed, and their breathing becomes ragged. Only those inside shelters with dedicated oxygen supplies don't notice the problem. Luckily, the command center is of the latter type, but the reports from the soldiers in the city come flooding in. 

    "What is going on? Did we lose that much atmosphere?" General Willis asks when she's informed of that fact. The decompression event from a few moments ago was large enough to deplete a third of the station's atmosphere in almost an instant, but that shouldn't cause this much of an issue. 

    "It's another fantasy turning into reality." Exia replies with a shake of her head. At this point, any detrimental effect has one simple explanation and no immediate solution. 

    The Rhodos colony is falling apart at an alarming rate, both physically and mentally. With the strange phenomena occurring inside the previously peaceful colony now causing confusion and mayhem, troubled minds grow ever more restless. And such minds breed more devastation that quickly turns into a feedback loop. 

    "When will you be done, Senka?!" No longer able to hold back her emotions, Exia jumps up and shouts at the main screen. There's no way to contact the inside of the Reality Engine from the outside, so her words fall on deaf ears. 

    "I'm done here." Senka's giant stitched face suddenly appears on the screen, looking almost like her nose is about to touch the camera. Several people in the room, but especially Runa, let out a small shriek upon seeing her. Even after everything they went through together, she can't deal with her appearance. "The Tesseract is fixed. You can let your imagination run wild again." 

    "Finally!" Exia exclaims and falls back onto her cloud in relief. All the tension in her body disappears, and she takes a deep breath. The command center is flooded with reports saying that many of the phenomena threatening the colony have disappeared or are dying down. 

    "How about a thank you?" With an eyebrow raised in disapproval, Senka asks while tilting her head. 

    "A thank you doesn't cut it. You deserve all the praise and hugs in the universe." The cloud girl responds, causing Senka to look at the camera with an expression of aversion. "We'll come and get you." 

    "No need." The doll girl replies instantly, eliciting a round of surprise. 

    "What do you mean?" Exia asks cautiously as if expecting the worst. 

    "I got something left to do here." Senka smiles wryly while continuing to type on her keyboard. "Don't wait for me." 

    With these words, she cuts off the connection and gets up from her chair. The glitched-out Yuna hologram still hovers in the air above her, frozen in her stare of shock and disbelief. With a few quick taps on her console, the control room shuts down, and the hologram projector powers down with it. 

    Senka quickly exits the room and flies down the stairs before running down the corridor toward the door leading into the Reality Engine. Just outside, the newly rebuilt Tesseract looms where she imagines it to be, and she climbs a set of hovering stairs she added for ease of access for those who can't fly. 

    As she walks through the infinite recursive interior of the Reality Engine's core, she listens to Makoto and her kin's thoughts as Nemesis grinds them down with the power of genesis itself. 

    "I'm coming to help you, Makoto." The doll girl mutters as she rounds the corner and enters the Rift Chamber. She runs up to the force field and looks down at where Flann dropped the tentacle key earlier. It has dissolved into a pile of goo, leaving only Mithra's old gnarled staff. 

    Senka raises an eyebrow at that, then faces the tear in reality. She extends a hand toward the crackling force field, then pushes through it without hesitation. Her clothes are disintegrated at a conceptual level, but her naked body passes through without sustaining any damage. The full extent of the grievous wounds her stitches hold together becomes visible for a moment. Then, she touches the hole between dimensions and gets sucked in. 

      

    Suddenly, the contraction of the universe ceases, and space bounces back into the tapestry of stars we first found when we entered this realm. Our battered combined body has been reduced to barely enough mass to take our humanoid forms, but we remain as one and look around vigilantly. 

    "Well done, Your Majesty." Suddenly, Mithra's impressed-sounding voice echoes through this dimension. The stars consolidate in the distance to reveal a roughly humanoid outline in the cosmic backdrop. It has the shape of the bandaged figure we're so familiar with. 

    "What happened?" We ask as one. 

    "I used the moment he lost his mind to take over from Nemesis. I am now in control of this realm." Mithra extends a hand toward us and opens his palm. Atop it floats the Primordial Terror in his human form, naked and fading into the stars. His expression at being exposed to open space is a mixture of surprise and fear, but it quickly gives way to anger when he looks around. 

    "You betrayed me!" He points at the universe-sized Mithra, who watches him from beyond the most distant stars, in accusation. 

    "Betrayal implies that I was ever on your side." Mithra replies in a cold and emotionless tone. 

    "Damn you! I worked my whole life to get to this point! How dare you steal it all away!" Nemesis rants even though he's quite literally in the palm of his enemy's hand. But he must understand that he has lost since his body is fading away. This is the final show of defiance from a man who knows this is his end. 

    "It means nothing when you lost your mind fighting a group of fledglings. You were never fit to become Possibility." Although he doesn't raise his voice or change his calm tone, there's a hint of anger in Mithra's words. "Now, begone. I have tolerated your existence long enough." 

    And just like that, Nemesis scatters into stardust before he can say another word. The Primordial Terror's presence disappears completely, as if he never existed in the first place. All that remains of him are our memories of his atrocities, but his end came too quickly to feel anything but confusion. 

    Nemesis's cryptic and ancient plans, his overwhelming power, and his last transformation that made all other enemies that came before him seem insignificant. All these attributes were befitting the final boss in an epic video game. 

    But now we understand that while he may have been the obvious final boss, the hidden true final boss has finally revealed himself. After all, Mithra may not have our best interest in mind now that he has taken over. His cosmic gaze on us has a decidedly sinister feeling. We have the potential to usurp his position the same way Nemesis did to our progenitor, and he won't allow that. 

    "You have done well in fulfilling your purpose." Mithra speaks in an almost warm tone. "You may have peace now." 

    With these words, invisible forces begin to pull us apart. Nemesis didn't know how to utilize his newfound powers to their fullest and only tried to consume us. Mithra appears to know something more about this realm. 

    "We're breaking up!" Uten and Saten cry, their minds reaching out for each other first and foremost. Although we have all become one, they're ultimately most concerned about their counterpart. That thought causes a crack to form between us. 

    That's what Mithra is trying to do. He wants to separate us, which means that we together must hold a power that could defeat him, while his victory is guaranteed if he fought each of us individually. As I have that thought, it flows into my siblings, causing them to hold onto each other stronger than before. 

    "Why do you struggle? I wish to return you to your peaceful lives." Mithra already lies as naturally as he exists. But it would seem that he can read our minds. "It is no lie. You can go back to your life before you died, Kuroe Makoto." 

    The moment those words reach me, everything goes blank. I never expected to hear him speak about my previous life and call me by that name. Could it truly be possible for me to return to that time before I died and live out my life normally? 

    "Yes. You have the choice." Once again, he reads my mind. "Let go and return to your family and friends." 

    When he says this, I know that it's already too late. Even the subconscious longing raised by lies from an enemy can open a hole in the most stalwart mental defense. And in this dimension that turns imagination into reality, even a careless wish can spell disaster. 

    "Sister?!" Asoko and the twins call out to me in confusion. Their feelings flow into me one last time, and all I get is a sense of shock and betrayal. In my weakness, I have let them down. 

    Then, we split apart, and the universe around me fades into oblivion.

  


   
    Chapter 0 - Waking Up From The Dream 

      

      

    I look in the bathroom mirror and feel miserable. 

    That was the longest and weirdest dream I've ever had. I was reborn into a fantasy world and turned into some kind of monster made of tentacles. But now that I'm trying to recall it, it's quickly fading from my memory. It must have come from the computer game I was playing before sleep last night. 

    I'm not a morning person, and it doesn't help that it's really cold in the middle of December. Before I can worry about recalling this dream, I must prepare for school. My short black hair sticks up in every direction, and I grimace at myself in the mirror while brushing my teeth. As with every morning since October, I dread having to leave the warmth of my home and head out into the cold. 

    As I wash my face, the memories of my schedule come back to me instead of the dream's last fading fragments. Today, after school, is the inter-high marathon, and then it's going to be the weekend. Any normal student would be looking forward to the latter, but I can't wait to compete. I'm a genius in track and field, if I may say so myself, so I'll definitely win this one as well. 

    I leave the bathroom and head back into my room. The Tiki statue standing in the corner stares at me with its tongue out. I return the expression before throwing my pajamas on top of it to cover its big glaring eyes as I change into my school uniform. I'll never understand why my father likes these things, but I also can't help but accept these tacky souvenirs from his overseas business trips. 

    Closing the door behind me with another longing glance at the disheveled bed, I shoulder my bag and head downstairs. The fragrance of grilled salmon and miso soup greets me as I round the corner to the hallway and look into the living room. The clattering of cutlery reaches my ears from the connected kitchen where my mother is preparing my bento for school. 

    "Morning, sleepyhead." My father greets me from behind the newspapers while sitting at the dining table. "Hurry up, or you'll be late." 

    "Good morning, dad. What about you?" I fire back in our usual morning routine. 

    "I'll be fine." He replies in an irresponsible tone. But the truth is that he's never late for work, and I've been marked down for tardiness a few times whenever I don't have morning club practice. It's just hard to get motivated for math or English classes. 

    "I won't be late today. Gotta warm up on the way to school." I slide my bag down the hallway toward the entrance before heading over to the table. 

    "Good morning, Makoto-chan." My mother comes out of the kitchen with a tray. It contains the traditional Japanese-style breakfast I'm used to eating before my competitions. "Don't overdo it on your way to school." 

    "Morning, mom. You know me." I smile wryly as I help her by taking the tray off her hands before sitting down across from my father. 

    "That's why I'm warning you." She chastises me on her way back into the kitchen to finish the bento. Since I joined the track and field club in middle school, she has been studying various diets and always plans out the perfect nutritional balance for me. "And don't wolf down your food. Better be late than ruin your stomach on this important day." 

    "I'll be fine." I wave off her concerns as always and start eating. If it's one thing I'm confident in, it's my quick metabolism. I'll have breakfast digested before the first period finishes. As I take a sip of the miso soup, I glance up at the antique grandfather clock my father brought from a trip to England and notice that it has stopped. "Uhh, what time is it?" 

    "As you can see... it stopped." He lowers the newspapers to turn around and looks at the clock with his brow furrowed. "Damn, has it already been a week since I wound it?" 

    "Oh no, I'm going to be late after all." I say while taking out my phone and looking at the time. And sure enough, I'll barely make it if I head out now, but that's not accounting for the fact that half my meal is still before me. I never leave food unfinished, so I'll have to start running when I'm done. 

    "What did I tell you about wolfing it down?" My mother places the bento next to me on the table and speaks in a disapproving tone. 

    "But, mom!" I complain between bites. 

    "Next time, set your alarm clock earlier. Even ten minutes earlier would prevent this." She sighs and shakes her head. 

    "That's ten minutes less sleep!" I gulp down the miso soup before raising my voice in protest. 

    "Go to bed earlier. Stop playing those video games late into the night." As mothers do, she looms over me with her hands on her hips. I duck my head in lack of a counter-argument. 

    "I gotta go." Snarfing down the last bite of my breakfast, I jump up from my chair, pick up the bento box and run out of the room. One could say I'm quick at running away from problems, too. 

    "Be careful. I'll be there to see you at the finish line." My mother calls out after me. 

    "I know you will win, daughter of mine!" My father declares in an overly dramatic tone. A few years ago, I would cringe at his behavior not befitting his age, but now I embrace that quirkiness. My friends have pointed out that I sometimes also act like that. 

    "Of course!" I reply while putting on my winter jacket. But when I motion to slip into my boots, something compels me to stop. I walk back to the living room door and peek inside. "I love you, mom, dad." 

    "Oh, you're making your old man blush!" Squirming in exaggerated embarrassment, my father turns to me with a smile that shows how much he enjoys hearing it. 

    "I love you, too, Makoto-chan." My mother maintains a more dignified attitude and returns my words warmly. "Now, be on your way. You'll be late." 

    "Oh, crap." I peek at my phone and find that I'm definitely running late now. Sliding over to the entrance and slipping into my boots as quickly as I can, I pick up my bag and head out. 

      

    Morning classes pass quickly and uneventfully, as usual. 

    I got a scolding from our homeroom teacher Onodera when I was late. She's in her late twenties and still a bachelor, failing one marriage interview after another. Although she's quite capable and cute, she has a decidedly immature side that causes men to pass her over. She also often lets her private life get the better of her mood at school, so the sermon was especially long today. But I don't mind since I enjoy her naturally cute puffed-up cheeks when she's angry. 

    Two periods of math followed by one period of history under the elderly Ryukaku-sensei, who can put anybody to sleep, had me nodding off again. It didn't help that we then had physics and English after. So when lunch break came, I couldn't wait to get out and breathe some fresh air. 

    "How do you feel, senpai?" Hitomi calls out to me from her table in the cafeteria. Matsuda Hitomi is a first-year and the new rising star of the track and field club. Of course, I'm still number one by a margin that is still insurmountable to her, but once I graduate, she's definitely taking over my position as the club ace. Although she has already pulled ahead of me in the chest department despite being a year younger. 

    "I had Ryukaku-sensei in the third period." I reply while sitting down across from her with my bento. Normally, I would eat with my friends from class, but since today is a special day, I'm meeting my club here. 

    "Best sleep now than nod off during the race." Kokujou-senpai joins us with a tray of our school's famous katsudon meal set. Despite her petite frame and small height, Kokujou Aoi is our club captain and led our team to several Ekiden victories over the past two years. Her tanned skin and toned body are evidence of her dedication, even if she always appears aloof. 

    "I don't think anybody could nod off while running." I laugh, then freeze as I remember a story from last year. Our school's other resident celebrity, high school karate champion Kurokami-senpai, disappeared when she went for a jog to warm herself up. Her club searched for her along her usual path, only to find her lying on a park bench, snoring away without a care in the world. 

    "Nee-san, you promised we would eat together today." Momoko's voice pulls me from my musings. She complains while walking over and trips over her own feet. I jump up to quickly catch her and steady the tray she's carrying. "Th-thank you." 

    Despite being Kokujou-senpai's younger sister, she's half a head taller than her and has an exceptionally mature body that stands in stark contrast to her awkward and timid personality. 

    "You got the stinky fish again?" Senpai pinches her nose as her younger sister puts down her tray and sits on my other side. Momoko is known for liking unconventional foods, many of which are foul-smelling. She's also an aficionado of novelty drinks, evidenced by the carton of banana-kiwi-tomato juice she sips on. 

    "It's delicious, though." The only person Momoko seems to be able to stand up to is her sister, as she pouts cutely in protest. She's a member of the home economics club, where she indulges in her mad scientist-like hobby and cooks up unholy creations that turn out to taste great despite their questionable looks. It seems to be her calling in life to make the kind of misunderstood things she likes to consume now. 

    A murmur runs through the cafeteria, drawing our attention. When we turn to the door, we find the talk of the school walking in with a swarm of boys and girls following her. She's the American transfer student Paz Loraine, a second-year in the class next door who quickly rose to become the school idol since she arrived at the start of the term. 

    Her self-confident and outgoing personality sweeps everybody along, and she clearly enjoys the attention. Running her fingers through her almost ankle-length blonde hair, she strides through the aisle toward the meal ticket machine as if she were a model on the catwalk. 

    "What are you looking at?" A displeased voice inquires, and I turn to the newcomer who joins our table. 

    "Paz is a beauty, isn't she?" I grin at Tamaki-senpai. I'm poking fun at the fact that she used to be the foreign transfer student making big waves at our school, especially because of the traditional tattoos all across her body. But two years have passed since she came here from New Zealand, and nowadays, she doesn't stand out anymore. 

    "Hmph." Sniffing in disdain, the caramel-skinned girl, who is even shorter than Kokujou-senpai, sits down across from the latter and begins to eat her meal. 

    "With the core group here, we can begin." Kokujou-senpai speaks up between bites of her katsudon. 

    "Huh, but we're missing Fuu-tan?" I look up from my bento to protest when two sleeves cover my eyes. 

    "Guess who?" A familiar female voice asks in a cheerful tone. 

    "Who could it be, huh?" I act dumb and tilt my head, forcing the sleeve-covered hands to move with me. 

    "I'll give you a tip. It's the school's number one gyaru!" The girl whispers in my ear then pulls back and shakes her head. "Oh no! I already gave you the answer." 

    "Fuu-tan!" I grab her wrists and pull her close, causing her to fall on my back. Pressing her cheek against mine, Tenpouin Fuuko hugs me from behind and squeals joyfully. She has been my very best friend since we first met in kindergarten. 

    "You got it right, Makoto-chan!" Fuuko is an easily excitable girl who enjoys life like no other. She risks sermons every day to maintain her gyaru style, complete with dyed hair and tacky earrings that sometimes change several times during the day. But as Kokujou-senpai noted, she's also one of our club's core members. 

    With Fuuko here, the victorious lineup of last summer's high school Ekiden is gathered. Although half of our club's members are still missing, we can begin our meeting for the marathon now. 

      

    The marathon begins. 

    Our team is going for an even split, and I'm the pacemaker for the first half. Since I'm the tallest in our club, my draft is also the biggest. Normally, the team would want to reserve their ace's strengths for the final push, but the stores of my endurance have proven to be deep enough that I can keep up a considerable pace even while taking point. 

    The goal is obviously victory, but we hope all club members can finish this half-marathon this time. Last year, a few first-years dropped out in the final quarter due to being over-eager at the start, and a senpai having a bad day collapsed after trying to keep pace with them. Thus, my job will be to stall their enthusiasm by setting a slower example despite being the ace. 

    It's a major sporting event for us high schoolers, but not many outsiders come by to watch marathon competitions at our level. Most spectators are classmates or family members, with a few professional scouts mixed in to look for promising talents. I have my eyes set on the Olympics, so this is a great opportunity to show both my leadership qualities and personal abilities. 

    "Don't think too much." Kokujou-senpai scolds me when I begin to up my pace subconsciously. Speaking while running is a waste of breath, but she had to do it to keep me from pulling everybody down. After all, I could be going faster and still make it across the finish line, but my club members will inevitably run out of steam. 

    "Sorry." I speak while breathing out and steady my heart. 

    Our route takes us through a part of our school's suburban surroundings. While our school, Daimonryou Gakuin, is quite extensive, it doesn't support a single-lap half-marathon. Thus, we pass by several of our club members' homes along the way. Their parents wave to them and speak words of encouragement. 

    As we reach the front of my house, I glance at the dark windows and remember that my mother is waiting for me at the finish line on our school's field. Father is at work and won't be home until late at night, but he already gave me his encouragement this morning. 

    "Alright." Kokujou-senpai suddenly says behind me, and Hitomi sprints ahead. That's the signal that everybody can now go at their own pace, and my cute kouhai took the opportunity to one-up me. Of course, she can't be content with being in my shadow until I graduate, so she wants to try beating me today. 

    It's on, then! I will take her challenge head-on. My best half-marathon time is still almost a minute faster than hers, so I'll go along with her little sprint here until she exerts herself. I glance back at our club, which falls behind slowly now that I'm going all-out. I'm sure I did my best in dictating their pace so they wouldn't be too tired for the second half. 

    I catch up to Hitomi and run by her side. She glances at me, then gives me an energetic grin. I get the feeling that I can't take things too lightly this time around. But I welcome the challenge and put myself into high gear to show her that she's still too early to push me off my position as our club's ace. 

      

    I break through the ribbon and slow to a jog for a few more meters before finally stopping and looking at the crowd. This is where most people are usually gathered, although some more dedicated parents will drive to the various checkpoints to cheer on their children. 

    Looking at my time, I find that I've reached a new personal record. That also makes it a school record and under two minutes off the inter-high marathon record. If I had run with my all from the start, I would have probably surpassed it today. 

    "Congratulations, Makoto-chan!" My mother approaches with a towel and a thick jersey for me to slip into. People all around me cheer as I wipe my sweat and raise a fist in triumph. This is an incredible feeling I never want to lose. It's the middle of December, but I don't even feel the cold when I hear everybody's voices. 

    "I'm not losing next time, senpai!" Hitomi calls out to me between gasping breaths as her father coddles her with the same treatment my mother is giving me. She reached the goal a little over half a minute later, coming in fifth after the aces of three other high schools participating in this meet. It shows that she still has a way to go but possesses the qualities of an ace. 

    "We'll see about that." I take a gulp from my sports drink and regard her with a superior grin. I love playing the villain and teasing her like this because I know it only fuels her competitive spirit. She will surely close the gap to me even more in our next race. 

    I feel a twinge in my chest at that thought. It's not fear that my kouhai could surpass me, but a feeling - even a premonition - that we may never compete again. But the moment is over so quickly that even the sensation is gone as if it never existed. I stare past Hitomi, who tilts her head in wonder. 

    That's when Kokujou-senpai and the others come into view. They appear more exhausted than Hitomi or me, but they're powering through. It would seem that some of the first-years have broken off and are lagging behind further in the field, but I'm sure they will make it. 

    Fuu-tan suddenly runs ahead of everybody when she sees the finish line. Not to be outdone, Tamaki-senpai chases after her despite her shorter legs, looking positively desperate to catch up. I watch curiously as they finally cross the finish line and stagger to a halt. Before they collapse, I run over and catch them. 

    "Thank you, Makoto-chan." A familiar voice calls out to me from behind, and my heart skips a beat. It belongs to Fuu-tan's single mother, the standout figure on every classroom observation day. Her platinum-blonde dyed hair and sensual makeup turn heads everywhere. She's had her fair share of opposition from other parents and teachers, but she's a headstrong woman who always gets her way in the end. 

    "Hello, Sora-nee." I turn around and greet Tenpouin Sora as if she were an elder sister rather than a woman the same age as my mother. I've learned my lesson after the many pinched cheeks I received when I used to call her auntie. To be fair, she still looks like she's in her late twenties, much like my mother does. 

    However, something seems to be wrong with me today. The moment I lay my eyes on her as she smiles at me, sadness and the overwhelming feeling of loss wash over me like a tidal wave. The feeling disappears a split second later, but it's already too late, and tears stream down my face. 

    "Are you alright, Makoto-chan?!" Sora hugs me with no regard for my sweat and tears. I don't understand myself, but I bury my face into her shoulder and take in her warmth. 

    "What's wrong, Makoto-chan?" My mother touches my shoulder, and I separate from Sora and face her. 

    "It's nothing. Must be my emotions after this victory." I wipe my tears and grin. But even I'm not convinced by my own words. Fuu-tan and the others from the track and field club surround me for a group hug. The ticklish feeling of their friendship quickly makes me laugh in embarrassment. "Hey, stop it. You're all sticky!" 

    Still, I don't try to push them away. To people on the outside, it must look like I'm celebrating my victory with my club. But I've already forgotten all about the marathon and merely enjoy their embrace. Because somewhere deep within, I have a feeling this could be our last time. 

      

    The victory ceremony and celebratory dinner with the club and our parents pass in a blur. All I remember when we finally reach our home is that I was content throughout. But the exhaustion from the marathon and my unbalanced emotions catch up to me. Thus, I go upstairs to take a bath before heading off to bed. 

    "Don't fall asleep in the tub." My mother warns me when I ascend the stairs with some struggle. I've run in a few full marathons before, and I feel even more tired than after those events today. Her warning is much appreciated, and I slap my cheeks to wake myself up again. 

    As I soak in the hot water, I let out a sigh of contentment. All in all, today was a fruitful day, both for my professional future and my relationship with the club. Everybody made it across the finish line, and I'm proud of their progress. And I brought home another trophy to add to the cabinet my father put up in the living room. I sigh again and sink under the surface to soak my face. 

    When I have relaxed enough and get out of the bath, it's already quite late. After drying my hair and putting on my pajamas, I leave the bathroom and peek down the stairs. The lights are on, but there's only silence. It would seem that my father's overtime is taking longer than expected, and my mother is waiting for him while reading something quietly. 

    Sighing, I head into my room and switch on the light. The Tiki statue in the corner grimaces at me, and I stretch out my tongue toward it. But then I freeze as I see an unfamiliar figure sitting among the bigger plushies in the alcove next to my bed. My eyes move toward it, and I realize that it's a life-sized doll of a girl around ten years of age, wearing a mismatched outfit consisting of a pink bucket hat and blue jeans overalls over a dirty yellow long-sleeved shirt. 

    But what stands out are the stitched scars running from the corners of her mouth all the way up her cheeks. Her big blue marble-like eyes stare into nothingness and her hands, which look like they were stitched back together after being cut apart, rest at her sides. 

    I don't remember having this doll. All I can think of is that my father put it here after I left the house as a surprise. But he knows I'm not good with this kind of horror, so I have to wonder. It couldn't have come here on its own like a monster from a horror movie, right? 

    Walking toward the doll tentatively, I eye it with suspicion. It looks so perfectly lifelike that I could see it standing up to scare me at any moment. Something feels familiar about it, but I can't exactly trust my mind right now after all the strange feelings I had today. 

    "Is this how you want your story to end?" A little girl's voice suddenly echoes in my mind, and I flinch. 

    "Who's there?!" I shout and look around in fear. But there's no space for anybody to hide inside my room. The only explanation is... 

    "Yes, it's me, the deus ex machina that saves the day, Senka-chan!" The voice responds to my thoughts in a feigned cutesy tone. 

    I jump back and stare at the horror doll that called itself Senka. But as if repeating her name in my mind breaks a dam, a flood of memories overwhelms me. Foreign landscapes, people's faces, battles, emotions, pain. My thoughts are washed away by the onslaught of sensations too real to have been a dream. 

    And in an instant, it all comes together, and I'm Chaos again. 

    "Senka." I look at the doll girl sitting in the alcove and call out her name. 

    "Welcome back." She mutters through her lips, clearly laboring to speak. It seems she's low on energy and can't move right now. 

    "This is a dream created by Mithra to imprison my mind, huh?" I look around and take in my room. This is what I left behind when I was reincarnated. 

    "No. All of this is real..." Senka moves her head to look up at me, generating a creaking noise from her neck as if her joints were made of wood. Then, as if she finally ran out of energy, she goes slack again. 

    "Senka?" I walk over and pick her up, but she's back to being a lifeless doll. It couldn't be that she's so thoroughly depleted that she can't even speak through our mental connection anymore. But her continued silence shows that may be the case after all. I know she's not the type to joke around and scare me by suddenly coming back to life in this situation. I'm on my own again. 

    What could she have meant when she said this is real? It can't be real since this is all in the past. Even infinite possibilities won't allow one to travel back to the past. But Mithra did say that he could return me to my life before my death, and that's exactly now. 

    This is the night I was going to disappear without a trace and leave my parents searching for me for many years, ruining their marriage and lives in the process. In the end, my father leaves, and my mother kills herself after finding my body eight years later. She then reincarnates in the far future and is reborn into a Crawling Chaos. 

    I sit down on the bed with Senka still in my arms. Hugging the lifeless doll to my chest, I mull things over. If I stay here, none of my experiences in the far future will ever happen. I'll live out my life as a human among my family and friends, never having to face wars and fight for the fate of existence itself. My parents won't divorce, my mother won't commit suicide, and nobody will experience sadness due to my disappearance. 

    But what am I supposed to do with all this knowledge of the future? My now flesh-and-blood human body is incapable of all the things I could do as a Crawling Chaos. The overwhelming power I held in the realm of our progenitor is etched deeply into my mind, with no way to use it. The ability to perceive time and space itself is now stuck inside this limited human brain like a tumor of an idea that will forever cause me suffering. 

    My beloved girls. They're waiting for my return from the other side. But that's in the far future, and if I decide to stay, we'll never meet. It's even possible none of that future will ever come to pass, and they will never be born. Then nobody has to die, either. 

    I drop Senka from my hands and cup my face. Tears well up in my eyes uncontrollably when I consider all my memories of the future. I can't even try to think of them as dreams because guilt at the fact that I'm even playing with the idea of abandoning it all overcomes me. My past and future lives are equally important. I can't decide. 

    I let out a silent scream and pull on my hair. I kick my legs in the air impotently while dropping back on the bed. My mind spirals into madness; the knowledge of the distant future is inherently incompatible with my life in the past. If I stayed here, I would forever be haunted by the thought that I abandoned the loves of my life to whatever fate they will face without me. 

    All of this is too much for the human Kuroe Makoto. 

    "Makoto-chan?" My mother's voice from the door causes me to jump up. Her steady and warm tone calms my thoughts, but it only increases my feeling of guilt. 

    "Yes, mom?" I reply, suppressing the shaking in my voice. 

    "Your father will be back a little later. You should sleep. You had a tiring day." She speaks without opening the door. 

    "Got it." That's all I can say in response. 

    "Goodnight, Makoto-chan." With these words, my mother walks away, and I hear her footsteps going down the stairs. 

    I sit back down on the bed, and tears begin to well up in my eyes again. If I had seen her just now, I know my heart would have shattered. The struggle for the right decision would have been over, but now, it can continue to eat away at me until nothing is left of my mental resistance. 

    Is this what you wanted, Mithra? Leave me with a choice nobody could ever make? A future in this warm and peaceful human life with my family intact, great friends, and an illustrious athletic career ahead of me. Or the distant future, where I will have to fight a battle for the survival of my loved ones in which I may very well lose my life. 

    I can't make that decision. I pick Senka up from the floor and look at her lifeless face. Why did you have to tell me this was real?! I would have been content thinking this was merely an illusion or a dream I had to wake up from. Then I wouldn't have to struggle with this. 

    What am I supposed to do? Tell me, Senka! 

    But the doll girl remains brutally silent. I drop her carelessly and slump down on my bed. Cradling my knees and teetering back and forth, I fight the sorrow and despair. My mind spirals out of my conscious control and continues to swirl in circles. At this point, I'm not thinking anymore. Arguments for or against either of the two choices and their consequences are irrelevant in the face of my emotions. 

    Time passes like this. The house has been quiet for a while now. My parents went to sleep, and I'm left here sitting in my dark room with this dilemma occupying my mind. The tears continue to stream down my face as I stare into empty space, lamenting this unfair fate. 

    I cry in despair. I laugh. I scream. As I silently remain on my bed, cradling my knees, my mind goes through all the emotions a human can ever feel in a lifetime. In the end, even my tears dry up as my heart hardens. When the first rays of the Sun light up my room, the choice is upon me. 

    "I'm so sorry." I slip off the bed and fall to my knees. The lifeless Senka is before me where I dropped her. "Mom. Dad." 

    I bite the inside of my lip, lift the cursed doll, and press my lips onto hers. The moment my blood flows into her mouth, I feel her suck the soul out of me. It's as I expected; when she's out of energy, she will take the first soul that comes her way. 

    "Are you sure about this?" Senka's voice echoes in my fading mind as she comes to life again. 

    "Yes." I respond with unwavering conviction as I feel my life slip away from me. 

    "I understand." The doll girl embraces me and speeds up the process of consuming my soul. With that, she will be able to move for many years to come. 

    "I leave the rest here to you." I understand now that this is how it really happened. How I disappeared from my room without a trace. How I was found after eight years with my body perfectly preserved. Only Senka could facilitate something like that. 

    Mithra may have really been merciful in giving me this choice. He allowed me to change the past with his power over infinite possibilities. But I understand now that I can't do it. I'm so sorry, mom, for sending you down this path that will only lead to pain and suffering. But in the end, it has to be this way. 

    My surroundings fade away, and I'm left only in darkness. So this is what true death is like? Before I disappear completely, I spread my arms to welcome oblivion and the future that lies beyond it. 

    This is my decision, Mithra!

  


   
    Chapter 215 - Pierce The Heavens 

      

      

    A universe of colors and light explodes around me. 

    The naked doll-like girl with shoulder-length black and white gradient hair floats before me. Her limbs are fading into space, showing that she isn't long for this world. She came here into the realm of our kind as a being from another dimension. It's only natural that she can't last for long. 

    "And the rest is history, as they say, huh?" Senka asserts with a wry smile and shrugs. 

    "Thank you, Senka. You saved me." I mutter. 

    "You saved yourself, Makoto." She responds with the warmest smile she has ever shown. But that only causes my emotions to bubble to the surface. I fly forward and embrace her with all my heart. "Hey, careful. Don't break me when I'm vanishing already." 

    "Now it's time for me to save you." I say despite knowing I don't have the means to do so. And she's aware of that, too. 

    "It's alright. I knew the risk in coming here." The doll girl says in a resigned tone. "You can feel it, can't you? It's not over yet." 

    She peers at our surroundings, taking in the beautiful sight of the stars unfiltered by an atmosphere, windows, or screens. This is inside Mithra after he absorbed me to send me back in time. I can feel now what he really is; he's a being similar to our kind, yet so foreign that it disgusts me to the core. He's an invader attempting to take over our progenitor, Possibility, and gain its power for himself. He's an aspect of Time. 

    "I believe in you, Makoto." Senka declares in a confident tone, but her voice already sounds faint. When I look down at her, only her head and torso are left, as everything else has faded into the stars. She doesn't seem to be in pain, but her consciousness has also begun to disappear. Still, she utters words of encouragement toward me. 

    "I'll give you a part of me." I say in desperation and squeeze her, burying my face in her hair. 

    "We both know it doesn't work that way." The doll girl's calm tone stabs me in the heart. She has resolved herself to meet her end like this, and my unsightly struggling only makes it harder for the both of us. 

    "I don't want you to die." I whisper in despair as tears blur my vision. 

    "I'm already dead, dummy." Senka replies, but she employs none of her usual sass now. It would seem that, at the end of everything, she's not giving me her typical attitude. But when I look at her face, I find that a mischievous streak is still left in her. "This isn't goodbye forever, Makoto." 

    "What do you mean?" I blink my eyes in confusion. The doll girl's body is disappearing, leaving me with barely anything to hold in my arms. 

    "I'm not fading into oblivion; I'm becoming one with legend." She grins, stretching her stitches and baring all of her teeth. As if that were a signal, her fading speeds up as even her hair begins to vanish. 

    "No!" I cry out as Senka becomes intangible and melts into the universe. 

    "Don't cry for me, Makoto. I'm simply moving on to the next franchise." Her voice echoes through this isolated space one last time, leaving me with stardust flying off into the celestial background and a cryptic message, both of which I'm unable to grasp. But then I gather my emotions and wipe my tears. 

    "I will hold you to your words. We will see each other again!" I declare toward the stars. Then I close my eyes and take a deep breath of the vacuum surrounding me. When I snap open my eyelids, I extend my arms to grab space itself and rip it open with a roar that shakes the universe. "MITHRA!" 

    "Impossible." Mithra turns his attention to me and mutters with genuine surprise in his voice. The irony of such a statement here in the realm of infinite possibilities isn't lost on me. "Why would you choose death and sorrow? 

    "You would never understand!" I assert in a booming voice that takes him aback. 

    If I had stayed in the past, all the sacrifices to bring us here would have become meaningless. It's not up to me to undo their decisions. Vitalis gave her life to save me from the professors. My mother sacrificed herself so that I would reach this future. Tahiri died fighting by my side. Senka faded from existence to wake me up from my unforgivable dream. 

    All the demons and humans that lost their lives in the wars throughout the ages due to the Old Humans, Nemesis, and Mithra's maneuvering in the shadows are now part of history. I would never be able to forgive myself if I took away their decision to sacrifice their lives for a cause they believed in so that I could have a warm and peaceful life for myself alone. 

    "This is the power of the human heart! That is why you will lose, Mithra!" I spread my influence across the space around me and find four more pocket dimensions. 

    Space shatters, and my siblings appear from within. Unlike me, their prison and their choices were different. As their unconscious bodies float toward me, I can sense the lives they have been given by Mithra's powers. Asoko is living the best time of her life after she left the Dominion with her lovers. Uten and Saten are back with Mereana, never having been interrupted by my appearance to call them to action. 

    And Flann lives in a warm and peaceful future. She's laughing contentedly as she walks through the streets of a futuristic city - the result of Old Human technology proliferating around the world once the old guard is gone. Ahead of her awaits her future family and friends with smiling faces. 

    "Will you now tear them from their lives for your selfish decision?" Mithra inquires in a disapproving tone. 

    "Yes. Because I know that they would do the same if they were in my position." I declare without a hint of hesitation. That died with me back in my previous life; all that remains is the conviction to put an end to Mithra, whatever it may cost. 

    With a single thought, I tear my siblings from their worlds. Their confusion and fear flow into me as their dreams scatter around them. I feel remorse but no doubts or regret. As they open their eyes and look around in surprise, I pull them toward me. 

    "Sister?" Asoko blinks her eyes, then realizes what has happened. As our thoughts and emotions reconnect, she understands immediately, and tears well up in her eyes. But she neither blames me nor expresses any regret; she knows what I sacrificed to be here. "Thank you." 

    "It was the right choice." Uten and Saten say as they fly in to hug my arms. They can't stop their tears, but their expressions show they agree with my decision. After all, their life with Mereana is still out there, and they would rather grasp it with their own power. 

    Flann doesn't show any emotions on her face, but a single tear rolls down her cheek. I can tell it's not because of the loss she feels after being torn from the peaceful future that Mithra gave her. It's for the past that I sacrificed for all of our sakes. 

    "What do you intend to do now?" Her father breaks the moment with his voice. It's clear that as a being of Time, he can see the future. It's how he set me up in my past life and manipulated all his chess pieces throughout the ages so we would end up fighting Nemesis in the realm of Possibility. That's how he could usurp control from the Primordial Terror in his final moment of weakness. 

    Then I sense something in Mithra's presence and realize that he might be ignorant of our actions going forward. And then it hits me: This is a dimension of infinite possibilities. But precisely because anything is possible, there is one thing that is paradoxically impossible. When anything can happen, one cannot predict the future. 

    "We will take back our lives." I glare up at Mithra and open my mind. This is the realm of Possibility, our place of origin; we have the home advantage here. I extend my hands toward my siblings and call out to them. "Come!" 

    Asoko grins while looking at me and spreads her arms. She floats toward me and melds into my form created from the very stars themselves. Uten and Saten, still clinging to my arms, fade into the background and become part of us as well. 

    "We will shape our own future." Flann turns to her father and shows a defiant expression for the first time. Unlike before, she doesn't disappear in a vortex and fades into us instead. She's a hybrid of Possibility and Time, but she has made her choice now. 

    "Nothing changed from before." Mithra merely responds as we turn into an amalgamation of our forms. Last time, he split us up with sweet promises, but that will never happen again. "I have no mercy to give after you rejected it the first time." 

    Suddenly, unimaginable forces press down on us. Unlike with Nemesis, when he tried to undo genesis to erase our existence from this realm, we can see no difference in our surroundings. It's not a physical phenomenon but a conceptual one. At our current size and mass, we will disappear into nothingness within the blink of an eye. 

    "No, all of this is ours." We declare and let the universe flow into us. Like in my battle against Zeke, who used the atmosphere of Earth in an attempt to compress me, we absorb the very concept that Mithra is using against us. 

    "I will not play with you like Nemesis did. You cannot win." The aspect of Time announces in a matter-of-fact tone and begins to pull us apart at our seams again. We indeed dragged the Primordial Terror down to our level, but even then, we didn't win. Mithra stepped in and took everything from him at the last moment. 

    But Nemesis was a being originally of this realm, just like us. Mithra is an outsider, a usurper with no true connection to Possibility. There's no way we're losing our origin to him. 

    "Get out of our home!" We roar as one and expand to encompass the entire universe. The mass of Possibility flows into us, and a sense of overwhelming power washes over our collective mind. We can even sense Mithra's thoughts now as we take the reins over this realm of infinite possibilities. 

    "You are still limited by your human minds." He merely says from the edge of our perception. The force trying to rip us apart has vanished, but we feel cracks forming in our midst. Since pushing and pulling don't work, he's trying to break us apart instead. 

    I feel that if we get separated here, we won't be able to get back together. He's trying to divide our one mind, this one realm, into five separate pieces to defeat us one by one. 

    "I have you." Flann says in our midst and mends the cracks with a simple thought. Even if she was given a piece of Mithra's will, she was created from our mother. She was always a being of Possibility more than she was a progeny of Time. 

    "How dare you defy your maker?!" Mithra's voice sounds angry now. He has been pushed to the boundaries of this infinite space, so he must feel pressured. 

    "You may be my father, but you are not my family." Finally, Flann gives voice to her defiance. Even though we all share one body and soul, we can feel her warm embrace as she binds us together against her father's attempt to separate us. 

    "Enough of this!" With this declaration, Mithra tears himself off our dimension and forms his own within this space of infinite possibilities. It's an admittance that he's a foreign body here, one that should be ejected like a parasite from its host. "I will not let a group of fledglings play me for a fool." 

    Our entire space distorts, and pain runs through our immaterial body. We can feel massive fluctuations of existence itself assaulting us everywhere at once. He's injecting time into this realm apart from time and space. It's like a toxin to an eternal being such as Possibility, but we know it can't kill us. This is his attempt to weaken our collective mind. 

    "Don't underestimate us!" We force ourselves forward and take hold of his dimensional bubble. He retaliates by intensifying the temporal storm within us, but we overcome it with sheer power of will. When he notices that it doesn't even slow us, he begins to distort space in an attempt to escape our grasp. "You're not getting away!" 

    All of this is still within the realm of Possibility, so he has nowhere to run. We rip open Mithra's bubble and begin to take him into us. Even if he's a being from beyond time itself, we know that the five of us can overcome him together. 

    As his thoughts flow into us along with his cosmic matter, we get glimpses of his origin. He called us fledglings, and now we know that there are more like him - like us. And through his mind, we can sense the will of Time itself.  

    That's when panic overcomes Mithra for the first time; this wasn't something we were supposed to learn. 

    Then, he disappears into us completely. For a moment, we can't help but wonder if it's truly over. And that thought breed disaster, as Mithra bursts forth from us, taking almost all of our matter with him. It would seem that being consumed was still part of his plan, although getting a glimpse of his origin wasn't. 

    "No matter." He looms over us in all of Possibility's celestial glory as we find ourselves diminished like in our battle against Nemesis. "Return to nothing." 

    The universe swirls around us and bears down on our form from all around. This is how the Primordial Terror tried to erase us before Mithra stepped in. And this time, there is nobody to stop him from finishing it. 

    "What makes this different from any other physical attack?" Uten and Saten declare and open our body to receive the matter bearing down on us. 

    "No, it will not work this time!" Flann cries out in a panic, causing me to stop the twins before we're shredded into cosmic dust. 

    "What can we do?" I ask within us. 

    "You can die with dignity!" It would seem that Mithra can read our thoughts. 

    "No, we'll struggle until the very end, even if we look uncool doing so!" Asoko announces and swings an imaginary fist at Mithra. "We're taking back our dimension even if we have to gnaw at you from the inside!" 

    "Dimension... inside..." I realize something when I consider my other half's statement. With that thought, all of us are on the same page. They understand that what we will attempt to do now could very well lead to our demise. But it's worth a try, given these circumstances. 

    "You will die accomplishing nothing!" Once again, Mithra reads our collective mind and speaks. But the fact that he feels compelled to answer shows that he's trying to dissuade us. 

    "What are you afraid of, Mithra?" I ask in an almost gleeful tone when the realization hits me. When he separated us and locked us away in our own times, it wasn't out of the kindness of his heart. He had to do something about our existence because he knew that we had the potential to defeat him no matter how weak we may become. 

    "No!" Mithra shouts, but before he can stop us, we gather our minds together in our center around Flann. Then we concentrate on this instinctual feeling every Crawling Chaos has within them. 

    Inside each of us lies an infinite dimension into which we can swallow entire realities. I always thought it was a separate one for every individual Crawling Chaos, but that's not the case. We have always been connected, even if we couldn't feel it until we became one like now. All those born from Possibility are linked back to it. 

    And Mithra is an entity from beyond. He's not part of us. 

    On a silent signal, we turn inside out as one. The force that held our existences together is reversed instantly, and everything on the outside becomes the inside. The realm of Possibility explodes outward and collapses inward simultaneously. It's a paradox, but we can see that it's shredding Mithra's presence into nonexistence. 

    We're the eye of the storm as our existence turns into a singularity, threatening to disappear. It's like when we crossed into this dimension from the other side but amplified to infinity. There is no question that this will be our end, perhaps even the end of Possibility as a whole. 

    Despite all this, our minds are at peace. There is neither pain nor fear, only certainty: This is our victory. Even as we fade away, we can tell that the same is happening to Mithra. As we thought, this was a suicide attack after all. But if we take him out with us, the other side will be safe; our loved ones will be safe. 

    "Damn you!" The aspect of Time roars in anger as the very concept of his existence is drawn into the maelstrom of Possibility. "Will you really end like this, spare?!" 

    In our fading minds, I realize that he's addressing Asoko. This is the moment he prepared her for that night in Erbilan, seemingly an eternity ago. He's giving her the choice to betray me so that she may live. 

    "This isn't a matter of my sister or me." My other half responds in a strained but determined voice. "This is a matter of us or our loved ones. And we all know the answer to that!" 

    The moment those thoughts leave her mind, all of us agree as one. And even though it shouldn't be possible, the collapse speeds up as if our determination affected it. Finally, it dawns on Mithra that he has lost, as he turns and tries to escape. But we all know that it's impossible on a conceptual level. After all, when this realm disappears, so do all of its possibilities. 

    At the brink of oblivion, I think of those I left behind on the other side and feel content that they will be safe. But then, I'm filled with remorse at the thought that I couldn't give Flann the warm and peaceful life that I promised her when I realize that she won't survive this either. All of us will disappear here. 

    The entire dimension distorts under the paradoxical forces of our actions, and it is truly a spectacle to behold. Mithra's despairing cry as he scatters into nothingness echoes endlessly. It's a treat for our fading minds; indeed, it's the greatest meal to go with the crowning moment of our existence; there is nothing more we could ask for now. 

    But when it's time for us to disappear, the universe suddenly bounces back. In an instant, the realm of Possibility is restored as the brilliant celestial tapestry it used to be, and we're separated from each other. But even as we're apart in individual bodies, we can feel everything as one. 

    "Flann?" That's when I realize that her presence in our midst has disappeared. "No, it can't be." 

    I stare into nothingness and shake my head in denial. She must have done something at the last moment to save us from annihilation. But in doing so, she has disappeared alongside her father. The one person among us I felt deserved the most to see a peaceful and fulfilling future sacrificed herself for our survival. 

    If only I had known how, I would have taken her place. 

    "No, it should have been me." Asoko suddenly says. That's what Mithra had really planned. If my other half had chosen to sacrifice herself for us, he would have won. 

    Flann must have known that her existence as a hybrid between Possibility and Time would allow her to overcome that final trap in her father's plan. Because of our half-sister's sacrifice, we now live while Mithra was destroyed. 

    "Can't we bring her back?" Uten and Saten ask in unison, but we're immediately given the answer when we think about it. We have become Possibility, but Flann hasn't come back. It means that death is irreversible, even with our virtually unlimited powers. 

    As we keenly feel the emptiness of this space, now part of our collective body, all we can do is silently cry for her. For a long time, there is only silence as we wallow in our loss at the end of everything. 

    Suddenly, I glimpse a speck of dust flying by and grab it. As I open my hand, I find the Earth hovering on my palm. Although we're in another dimension, and the Reality Engine has been repaired, we can still see into the dimension we came from. 

    It's so small within my perception that I can't even make out a single detail. I can only tell it's the Earth because of instinctual knowledge. But no matter how hard I try, I can't shrink myself further from my current size, let alone imagine how to return to a human body. I'm shrouded in stars as if I were part of the universe itself. People on Earth couldn't fathom my presence even if they could see me. 

    In other words, I can no longer interact with the other side in any meaningful way. None of us can. 

    That's when we realize the truth. Nemesis needed Mithra to pass through the tear in reality, and we needed Flann. After all, it was the aspect of Time that allowed pieces of Possibility to pass through the Reality Engine and reach Earth in the first place. That was how Nemesis and the Crawling Chaos that gave birth to our mother ended up on the other side. 

    Without them, we will never be able to leave here and return to our loved ones. 

    "It's alright." Asoko states with a wry smile. We all share one mind here, so we know what she means. We were about to lay down our lives so the other side would be safe, and we achieved it while surviving. It's already more than we could have asked for. 

    "But what about fading into the monotony of infinity?" Uten and Saten worry in fearful tones. Nemesis said his mind would eventually disappear, returning this realm to its primordial state of mindless Possibility. Certainly, the prospect of losing one's self over the course of eternity may be worse than death itself. 

    "We have each other." I extend my arms and pull the twins in for a hug. Perhaps we can keep each other entertained and share this burden of infinity for a long time. It would certainly be preferable to being here all alone, left with nothing but one's own waning thoughts. 

    "If it's with you guys, I don't mind." Asoko asserts with a casual shrug. But I can tell that she's filled with regret despite her attempts at downplaying the severity of our situation. When I nod at her, she understands and floats into my embrace. 

    "Spending the rest of eternity here together doesn't seem too bad." I begin, looking around and imagining all the things we could do. They float into existence and fade away again as my thoughts move on. "But have you forgotten where we are?" 

    As before, the moment I speak those words, we're all on the same page. We now share the mind and body of Possibility. Our existence is an infinite universe. Reality itself is our playground. It's time to overcome the impossible, then. 

    "We will go back." We put our heads together and declare as one.

  


   
    Chapter 216 - A World Without Chaos 

      

      

    Two weeks passed since the Rhodos colony section was detached from the Reality Engine. Exia moved it into a Lagrange point in the Moon's adjusted new orbit around the Earth. It will require frequent course corrections since it's several hundred kilometers across, but its gravity should affect neither celestial body too much. 

    Astronomers on Earth will scratch their heads for years to come when they discover this new object in the night sky. Still, the colony's relative closeness to the planet will pave the way for an exchange between the advanced new humanity on the station and the medieval societies down on the surface. 

    After guiding the massive colony into its place, the cloud girl and the others convened to discuss how to proceed. Since Senka's last message, they hadn't received word from any of those who left for the other side. If Chaos and her siblings had returned, they would have traveled back on their own already. It meant they were still locked in battle with Nemesis - or worse. 

    Thus, they took the Queen Pelomyx, which had been repaired during their journey back, and made their way to the Rhodos station. However, they found no way into the cube-shaped Reality Engine. Only the transportation circles in the colony, which had been irrevocably detached, allowed access. 

    Aurelia suggested opening a hole into the structure with her transmutation, but Exia stopped her. If they damaged the containment system that Senka painstakingly rebuilt, her efforts would have been in vain. Thus, all they could do was return to the Rhodos colony and look for another way. 

      

    It had been several months since the final battle. If Nemesis had won, he would most likely have already consumed this universe, containment system or not. At least they knew that Chaos and the others hadn't lost. Kerry traveled to the cube section every day to check on the Reality Engine's status but found no changes. 

    Life on Earth returned to normalcy since the Moonfall had been stopped. The people were blissfully ignorant of the battles in space and on the Rhodos station that decided the fate of their existence. Some wondered about the colony module visible to the naked eye as a shining golden sickle on some days. But that was the extent of their attention span for space when their daily lives on the ground were more important. 

    Still, the rumor that the titanic goddess who had caught the Moon and thrown it back into space was the Guardian of the Soil had already made its rounds across the world. Exia took it with a wry smile and a resigned shrug. It must have been Tokomaha's title in the first place, even on this side of the world. Her brother merely took it and applied it to the cloud girl since it was the only major god left in the pantheon after they distributed the roles. 

    There was no doubt in her mind that Kuroe Makoto and her siblings would win. Perhaps they had already won but could no longer return because of the Reality Engine's containment field around the tear in reality. That was the hope they all shared as those versed in technology began studying Alexander and Elaine's research. 

    The others gathered to discuss how to handle the queen's absence from the Dominion throne. Ultimately, Aurelia stepped up and declared that she would reign in Chaos's absence. Not one of the clan leaders disagreed with the Golden Queen's proclamation. They witnessed her prowess in battle and skills in politics many times. But to everybody's surprise, she took on the position of queen consort rather than queen regnant. It was her way of saying that she would await the true queen's return. 

    Rolan and his party traveled to the rebuilding Pontis Daemonis and left the Dominion by sea to return home. Ahead of him lay a long struggle to bring the truth to the people. He felt he owed that to Chloe and demonkind even after she freed him of his burden. Not only would millennia of Old Human indoctrination need to be undone, but he also wanted to spread awareness of her actions in service of this world. And as the former Chosen One who helped bring down the false gods, his voice would surely be heard. 

    None of this mattered to Kamii, who understood neither politics nor technology and didn't care for studying either. She wholeheartedly believed that Mahkotoh would return someday, and all she had to do was wait. But she felt no need to stay in a place where her beloved wasn't; she would rather journey the lands as her nomadic people do. With her right arm now that of a regular dark elf's, she would have no trouble living on her own, either. 

    Daica disagreed with her sister's attitude toward Chloe's eventual return. However, dark elves had the cultural belief that people destined for each other always met again, no matter how long they were apart. Furthermore, she was well aware of her people's wanderlust. The big dark elf was the strange one to settle down in one place and build a business, although it had been to aid in her goal of finding her sister. Now, she would use her sedentary personality to aid Exia's research. 

    Korenga decided to return to Armeria. With the Black God's curse removed, her simple but warlike mind had been replaced with her original straightforward and bright personality. Her gratitude toward Kaos for taking away her darkness could only be expressed through living her life to the fullest. 

    Lenoly and Tamariki joined the former Black God since they were heading in the same direction. They wanted to reunite with Ninlil and her Maid Corps to inform them of what had happened. Then, they would continue to Quiraqui and meet Mereana to tell her about the twins. Finally, they would find a place of their own to wait for Asoko's return, no matter how long it might take. 

    Even Hestia felt she needed to do something for herself until Chloe returned. Her restored black wings reminded her of that fact. Armed with Old Human technology, the cursed eyes that could erase even a Crawling Chaos, and her devoted aide, Dregana, she departed the Dominion. 

    Thus, the companions and comrades that had gathered around Chaos scattered across the world. Equipped with communication devices Exia gave them, they would remain in contact. Some would speak to each other regularly, and others seemingly disappeared off the face of the Earth. 

    But they all waited with bated breath for the day Chaos would return. 

      

    Years passed. 

    Aurelia settled into her role as the queen consort of the Dominion and paved the way for great reforms and improved living standards. She traveled to the Empire of Terminus to initiate diplomatic relations with her former homeland. The ministers of the empire, once the most fervent enemies of the Dominion, welcomed the Golden Queen cordially. They hoped there was some truth to the rumor that she was their legendary queen of yore. 

    The final war three years ago had seen the deaths of all eligible members of the imperial family besides Fifth Prince Tiberius. With humanity's entire pantheon gone, there was no more divine oversight. Thus, Emperor Tiberius became an unbound, hedonistic despot who drove the empire and its people to the brink. Perhaps she could save the crumbling nation. 

    Sigurd and Sidonia laid the groundwork for Aurelia's welcome. He had spread the rumors about the Golden Queen's legitimacy through the bard network, causing the people to be more receptive to the truth. Meanwhile, Sidonia had used her status as the Lady of Brilliance to propagate the message through her church. 

    The fallen hero traveled the empire to spread awareness about the false gods. He received severe pushback on all fronts but stayed his course. After several years, his words had been turned from lies to rumors and finally became the truth shared by all. By the time Aurelia arrived in the empire, Rolan had already moved on and returned to his homeland with his party. 

    In Kongenssoevn, Svanhild had a tearful reunion with her family, who thought she had died in the war. She remained in the capital and later joined the royal guard, accompanying the king of Lares to a meeting with Aurelia in the Dominion a few years later. 

    Rolan's old party members and Halthor continued to the Slaettermark, cutting a bloody path through Rathgolim. So fierce was their assault on the Graebern that tried to ambush them in the dark that the creatures would not dare to show themselves for many years to come. 

    Halthor separated from them in Aekrestad and returned to his hometown in the north. He went on to save many villages from marauding frost giants and expanded the frontier. His name would later pass into legend when he brought down the king of the frost giants and drove them into the northern wastes, from which they never returned. 

    Rolan, Runa, Gram, and Sigurd soon made it to Hovsgaerden, where they rejoined the guild. This far from the wars of the world, nobody knew that he had been the Chosen One and hero of this age. The party of four had started from humble beginnings and returned to a humble life helping the people. Rolan and Runa married in the summer after. 

    Around that time, Hestia brought chaos and destruction to the Fata Triarchy. With Apathe Moirael dead, it had already lost its most proficient leader. But when her father was relieved of his position after the council verified that Hestia was his illegitimate daughter, the triarchy dug its own grave. The fallen Fata became a rising star to the oppressed humans and dragonkin, who rallied behind the Black Valkyrie in revolt. With Dregana by her side, she took the nation by storm and dispatched her enemies with ruthless efficiency and overwhelming might. 

    In a reflection of Pelomyx's takeover of the Dominion, Hestia quickly purged the old system and instated herself as the new absolute ruler of the Fata Empire. But whereas she showed no love for her own kind, her sweeping reforms brought improvements to justice and liberty. The humans and dragonkin, whom the Fata overlords had always treated as second-class citizens, revered her as their savior. 

    Korenga, Lenoly, and Tamariki arrived in Armeria together. They met with Ninlil and the Maid Corps staying in Hokanui and spoke of their exploits. The villagers listened intently, unable to grasp the concepts and scope of the battles they fought but understanding that they had saved the world. A festival was held in honor of their saviors, and they partied for many days. 

    Soon after, they went their separate ways. Korenga embarked on a journey to find her ancestral home while Asoko's girls made their way to Quiraqui. Their journey took them past Manoa, where life had long since returned to normalcy, although hints of its dark past under Rapania were still visible here and there. They continued to Huanuko, the town Manco had burned down using Maungawera. The people that evacuated back then had rebuilt it, complete with murals depicting the legend of the seven gods that saved this land from total destruction. 

    Mereana's reaction to the news that Uten and Saten had yet to return was surprisingly mild. She had expected the worst when, rather than the twins or Kaos, people calling themselves their comrades had come. But learning that they would return eventually was enough for the general. 

    Exia and Daica had been staying in the Rhodos colony to research the Reality Engine. When they neared the limits of what they could do from behind their desks, they finally headed for the Rhodos station that still orbited close to the Sun. With the help of the gremlin clan, now under the leadership of Kleihn, they found a way inside. 

    Only Kamii's whereabouts had become unknown to the others. She had embarked on a ship in Gaislaic, captained by a sea otter demon with a rumored illustrious past, soon after leaving Arkaim. It took her across the ocean to Yagrath, the Dark Continent. 

    She wanted to explore the beautiful planet she had seen from space, and where better to start than where it all began for Mahkotoh? She would retrace her beloved's steps across the world based on the stories she had heard. And once she was done, perhaps she would set out to find something for herself. 

      

    Decades rolled into the lands. 

    Rolan and Runa's two daughters, Chloe and Vigdis, had left home to go on their own adventures. Filling their legendary parents' shoes was impossible, but the two girls cared little for the glorious past. They would carve their names into history all on their own. The former hero and the half-elf kept in contact with their past comrades as best as they could, but time had long since moved their lives apart. 

    Gram had moved to the Dominion on his own when their party broke up after Runa gave birth to her first child. There, he had returned to Ajurai to be with Chandra once more. Ajura and humans can't interbreed, but that certainly didn't stop them from trying. The big man was the envy of many, but he beat back all challengers, including seasoned ajura warriors vying for his position by the clan leader's side. 

    Sigurd traveled the world on his own, wearing his feathered cap and lute in hand. Even though he was the son of Sidonia, he never once revealed that fact to anybody and lived his life as a regular human. He swooned many women of all races but never settled down as if compelled to stay on the road and spread the tales he had experienced during his time with Chloe and the others. 

    The Dominion entered a golden age under Aurelia, with cultural and technological advances brought on by exchange with the Rhodos colony. Trade between the Dominion and the human nations had been booming, with the recently renamed Pontis Culturis seeing an incredible population growth where people of all races mingled. 

    During a short trip to Earth from the Rhodos colony, Exia plucked the gigantic imperial palace in Vertex Mundia out of the ground. The people of the empire were on the brink of rebellion, but she eliminated Emperor Tiberius and his entire family before a bloody civil war ensued. And thus, the line of rulers tracing their ancestry back to Zeke himself was severed. With this, the empire soon reformed itself into the Republic of Terminus and distanced itself from its dark past. 

    Hestia stepped down as an absolute ruler and renamed the Fata Empire into the Triarchy, reforming the government under three representatives for the nation's three races. Of course, she didn't immediately yield all her power and took the seat of the Fata representative while Dregana filled that of the dragonkin equivalent. But she followed the Republic of Terminus's example and gradually gave more and more power to the people. The road to a peaceful world was long, but she had time while waiting for Chloe's return. 

    Kamii journeyed every continent in her endeavor to retrace Mahkotoh's footsteps. She traveled to the Khurut Sultanate, where she ran across Al-Majnun in his mirage city in the Nagirah Desert. When crossing the oceans to Armeria, she sailed with the Old Human named Kaimana Mahi'ai, also known as the God of the Seas, for a time. And after many years, she finally visited her former comrades again, one by one. She would catch up with them for a short while before moving on once more, seemingly unable to stay in one place for too long. 

    In stark contrast to the little dark elf's restlessness, Daica had fully settled down and became a shut-in as part of her work as a researcher. Under Exia and Kleihn's tutelage, she improved her knowledge by leaps and bounds, and her hidden brilliant mind blossomed. Old Human technology, which had been an enigma to her while she accompanied Chloe, came easily to her like breathing the artificial air inside the Tesseract. 

    Korenga found no trace of her home village after the many centuries since Mataku had cursed her. She instead moved to the long-abandoned fortress of Pakangaroa and transformed it into a sanctuary for the pariah of society. She returned to her roots as a goddess of healing, but rumors had it that she was not beyond responding to those who would disturb the peace of her new home with violence in kind.  

    Kerry nursed their unresponsive mother, Elaine, until she breathed her last in a cottage far from civilization on Earth. The little Old Human had tried to return her to her senses, but she had started to age again after mentally cutting herself off from the Reality Engine. Now, freed of the shackles that bound the little Old Human to this world, they took to space, never to be seen again. 

      

    Decades became centuries. 

    After a long and fulfilling life, Rolan was laid to rest in the Hovsgaerden cemetery. His children, grandchildren, and many friends of all races attended the small funeral. A lone dark elf watched from a distance, meeting eyes with Runa and nodding in silent mutual understanding. This would perhaps be the last time they met, even if the half-elf would still see a few more centuries come and go before joining her husband in eternal rest. 

    Gram lived to the ripe age of ninety-nine and died with Chandra watching over him on his deathbed. Although their lifespans were inherently incompatible, she had spent her life with only him until his very end. Some of her people whispered that the Ajura clan leader never again loved somebody as much as she had loved the big man. 

    Sigurd broke many hearts in his time but never left behind children as if in self-punishment. In his countless songs, he spread the tales of his comrades, the war in heaven, and the story of the young woman named Chloe far and wide. Later, they were compiled by folklorists and historians and shaped part of the world's understanding of its past. 

    Sidonia gradually reduced her standing in her church after revealing the truth about the false gods. Although she could perform divine feats, she first lowered her position to that of a saint, then a priestess in Vertex Mundia's Cathedral of Light, then a mere nun in a small village church. Finally, she returned to the life of a wandering healer, as she had been in exile for many centuries. 

    Only days after Zeke died alone in a roadside ditch, remembered only as a crazy vagabond, Exia finally released the full knowledge of old humanity to the world. Within a few decades, the world experienced rapid industrialization. As the last openly known Old Human, she watched over its development and made sure they did not repeat the mistakes of her people. 

    Aurelia abdicated from the Dominion throne soon after, although it was only a formality since the government had transformed into a constitutional monarchy shortly after Exia's revelation. Two centuries under her rule had turned the demon nation into the most prosperous country in the world. But in a rapidly changing environment, her outdated ruling model was no longer needed. Thus, she disappeared from the Dominion a few weeks after her abdication, and nobody knew where she had gone. 

    Hestia had acted as a shadow regent in the Triarchy for nearly two centuries. One day, she decided it was time to move on when she saw a carefree trio of a human, a Fata, and a dragonkin child playing in the streets. That night, she departed from her residence without a word to her attendants. The same happened at the Tarragon Manor, from which Dregana had acted as a political advisor to the dragonkin faction. The two left the Triarchy together and went on a new journey. 

    By now, only the long-lived people of the world remembered that a person named Chaos ever existed. Even then, she had become more legend than history, and the true extent of her deeds would only ever be known to those who witnessed them as her comrades. 

    Said comrades converged on the Rhodos colony one day as if on a hidden signal only visible to them. Since Exia released the Old Human technology to the world, the colony's relative isolation had also been undone. Now, shuttles would travel between Earth and the busy spaceport regularly. 

    Among the parked ships was one particularly large vessel with a legendary name. The Queen Pelomyx core section, preserved in a pristine condition, was moved for the first time in over two centuries. It would become the gathering site of people who had not met each other in a long time. 

      

    "My, these are some nostalgic faces." Aurelia turns around and comments when she lets her gaze sweep across the people that are approaching the entrance to the Queen Pelomyx. Aside from those gathering at a distance to check out the massive ship taking up several docking ports, a few familiar faces have come within a few steps of her. "What brings you all here?" 

    The Golden Queen wears a surprisingly simple but nonetheless stylish white dress. However, the biggest surprise is that she cut her golden hair that used to reach her ankles. It is now only at shoulder length, giving her a refreshing new appearance. 

    "Something compelled me." Hestia responds, placing a hand on her chest as if she feels it in her heart. She wears a sleek spacesuit and mechanical wing covers, showing she's ready for a spacewalk. Her appearance is the same as ever, although she now wears glasses regularly. 

    Dregana stands behind the fallen Fata, also in a spacesuit. Although she can use her imagination to the same extent as any Old Human by now, she still has some mental inhibitions regarding space travel. After all, it is a dark and hostile place not meant for mortals, no matter how long-lived they may be. 

    Kamii only nods wordlessly in a greeting gesture. Her hair has grown out to her waist as if compensating for Aurelia's shorter haircut. Among all of them, she looks like a vagabond in her now outdated but sturdy adventurer outfit. She has maintained her old clothes and mended them when necessary, leaving her with a patchwork outfit steeped in history. 

    The little dark elf had visited Korenga's sanctuary a few times, dined with Aurelia in Arkaim castle once every few years, given advice to Hestia and Dregana in the Triarchy, and fought by the side of many oppressed people in distant nations. During all that time, she never stayed in one place for long. The only thing that has changed since those early days is that she travels on a motorbike now. Of course, she couldn't bring it here onto the Rhodos colony. 

    "It is no coincidence that we all arrived here around the same time." The Golden Queen surmises with a thoughtful expression. 

    "You are right." Exia calls out to them as she approaches from the spaceport, walking on her own two feet. The former Guardian of the Soil appears to have grown into an adult, although her cloud-like hair is still as big and fluffy as ever. She wears a business suit and has a professional air about her, even more so since she's accompanied by an entourage of attendants. 

    "Explain." Kamii demands, causing the cloud girl's attendants to glare at her in displeasure. Exia is in the Rhodos colony council and a person of incredible importance to the world at large. They disapprove of the shabby-looking little dark elf addressing a person of her rank so rudely. But before one of them can speak up, the cloud girl responds. 

    "Rather than explaining in words, it's better if I show you." She says with a shrug and points at the ship. "Rewera is already waiting inside, so let's talk there." 

    With this, she speaks a few words to her attendants, who nod in understanding and depart. When they board the Queen Pelomyx, a sense of nostalgia washes over them as they see the somewhat outdated and crude interior. Compared to the sleek commercial vehicles and shuttles built today, it still has Alexander's harsh militaristic design. 

    It has been a long time since most of them were last on this ship. Although they didn't travel on it for long, it holds strong memories of one of the most important times of their lives. But unlike before, it's empty now, missing the new humanity crew and the Maid Corps that traveled with them. Most of those who were aboard at the time have passed on or retired. 

    They reach the command center and find Rewera alone, sitting in a chair next to the commander's seat. All that has changed about her is her hair, now braided rather than in a bun. But besides that, she still looks like the prim and proper maid leader. Even after Aurelia abdicated and disappeared, she continued to maintain the Maid Corps and Arkaim castle, feeling it her duty until she is someday relieved of her post by her queen. 

    After a quick exchange of greetings, they each take their old seats and turn to look at Exia for her explanation. The cloud girl plops down in the executive officer's chair and breathes a sigh of relief as her whole posture slackens. Then she loosens her shirt collar and sighs again. 

    "So, what is it?" Hestia asks impatiently. 

    "Yes, yes, I'm getting there." The cloud girl is given no time to relax, and she shows her thoughts regarding that. "I'd think living this long would teach you youngsters patience." 

    "Out with it." But even Aurelia appears unwilling to wait. 

    "Alright, I get it." Exia raises her hands to stop the pressure. "We've made some breakthroughs." 

    While she had their curiosity before, she now has everybody's full attention. The cloud girl explains that Daica and the gremlin clan have worked tirelessly inside the Tesseract over the past centuries. And it would appear that they may have finally found the answer. 

    "What exactly does that mean?" Hestia asks with her red eyes narrowed. 

    "Daica discovered a repeating electromagnetic pattern embedded in the Sun a few years ago. The subliminal messages contained within it are what got you all to gather today." Exia replies, then breathes a resigned sigh when she sees only confusion all around. "The other side has been trying to contact us. And it called all of us." 

    "Chaos?" Aurelia wonders with a skeptical expression. 

    "We can't tell. But deciphering it has led to great progress adjusting the Tesseract for potential extraction." The cloud girl says while pushing some buttons on the console in front of the command chair. She initiates the decoupling procedures for the Queen Pelomyx to leave the Rhodos colony port with one hand while keeping her eyes on her old comrades. "Still, it could be Nemesis." 

    "No, that is impossible." Kamii declares in a matter-of-fact tone, causing everybody to turn to her. 

    "I hope so, too." Exia responds with a wry smile. "That's why we're going there to check it out." 

    Everybody remains silent at those words. At this point, speculation will do only harm; they will need to confirm the truth with their own eyes. 

    "Port command tower, we're on our way." Exia announces to the Rhodos colony while bringing the Queen Pelomyx around toward the Sun. Then she addresses everybody in the command center. "We should reach the Reality Engine in about an hour. Make yourselves comfortable. But not too comfortable." 

    Over the last few centuries, Exia and the new humanity scientists have worked hard to further Alexander's research in other fields as well. With her vast stores of information and the Mage of the Beginning's countless detailed research projects unearthed from the databanks of the Akashic Records, they have been able to improve on Old Human technology. 

    In doing so, they were reminded time and again how much of a genius Alexander truly was. Even now, they rely on his foundations. It will be a while before new humanity births people capable of completely new inventions that could match some of the groundbreaking ideas that were essentially the Mage of the Beginning's shower thoughts. 

    Then again, there is one person among the non-human races who has created entirely new branches of science, foreign even to Alexander. That person is who they will be going to meet on the Rhodos station. 

      

    Time flies by quickly as the old comrades catch up on their time apart, and they soon approach the Rhodos station near the Sun. The cube-shaped center section housing the Reality Engine has changed drastically, gaining in size, faces, and angles. The heat shield measuring over a thousand kilometers across behind it now appears smaller in comparison than it used to. 

    "It turned into a great cubicuboctahedron." Exia explains when she sees the confused expressions of her comrades. 

    "When did you find a way in?" Hestia asks, ignoring the cloud girl's useless trivia about obscure polyhedron names. 

    "We found several in the blueprints." She responds with a peeved pout while typing something into her console. Kleihn discovered the service hatch schematics and pathways hidden due to the sheer size of the megastructure. If not for the gremlin scientist, they would have never found them. 

    By now, there's no need to use those entrances since they installed a transportation circle on the outside that leads directly to the Tesseract. When Senka rebuilt it, she could somehow fix it in place despite its inherently unstable nature. If she had not done so, perhaps it would have taken them a few centuries more to reach this point in their research. 

    The cloud girl parks the Queen Pelomyx in the Reality Engine's new port. It's large enough to fit the entire ship with plenty of room to spare, showing that they thought ahead when constructing this part of the cube's outer structure. 

    "Welcome to the edge of reality!" A demon maid greets them in an energetic tone. Hestia recognizes her as one of Asoko's and raises an eyebrow. It's Khuko, the gargoyle demon who used to have a thick rural accent some ridiculed her for. She appears to have corrected it in the past few centuries. 

    "You came here before us?" Kamii asks in a surprised tone. She visited Asoko's followers a few times during her journeying. They had established a demon commune in Armeria while waiting for Asoko's return, known to the locals only in rumors as a paradise of beautiful but inhuman girls. 

    "We have been living here for a few years now." Khuko explains with a grin while leading the way. "We may not be able to help with the science stuff, but we can certainly cook better than the food replicators." 

    They take a short elevator ride from the port and reach what appears to be a shopping street. But instead of clothing and luxury stores, it features various leisure facilities for the people working in the Reality Engine. Human and demon scientists walk, converse, and eat together here. It's a beautiful picture of the world Chaos envisioned. 

    As they walk down the street, they take in the sights of this place in such close proximity to the great mind-bending space inside the Tesseract. Perhaps precisely because it has such an effect on the mind, the people need restaurants and coffee shops to remind them of a normal life on Earth or in the Rhodos colony. Rewera takes note of the fact that most stores are run by Asoko's girls. 

    Their guide soon takes them to the entrance of a massive facility. Scientists come and go from here, and it would appear to be the main research center in the Rhodos station. The transportation network connecting to the inside of the Tesseract is in there. 

    "It's finally time, huh?" A familiar voice calls out to them. Everybody turns around to see a towering, muscular woman approaching them, wearing glasses and a lab coat. It takes them a moment to associate her with Tamariki, but when they do, they can't help but make big eyes at her appearance. She raises an eyebrow at their stares. "What?" 

    Her skin is white, and the horns on her forehead are gone. She looks wholly human, although there are very few human women her height and build. But that's not the only reason everybody is staring; not one would have imagined that the muscle-headed red demon would become a scientist. 

    "You seem to have forgotten that she used to be the Royal Academy's genius student." Ninlil appears from behind Tamariki and says with a frown of disapproval. She guessed their thoughts from their expressions correctly. Kamii and Hestia should know that the Rangatira used to receive special lessons, although it was in magic. It would seem that her brilliant mind extends to everything learning. 

    The cat demon hasn't changed in the slightest in over four centuries. The only thing different about her is that she wears a form-fitting modern bodysuit complete with covers for her two tails. Surely, she still takes the role of a maid leader, even though she doesn't wear a uniform like Khuko. 

    "Lenoly is waiting inside." Tamariki gestures behind her and asserts. Everybody accepts the invitation with a nod and follows the Rangatira into the facility. 

    The transportation circle stands in the center of the main hall, showing that it's open to anybody. It connects not only with the inside of the Tesseract, but other facilities all over the Rhodos station, such as the core of the Akashic Records and the generators powering the whole Reality Engine. 

    "Is Lenoly also one of the researchers here?" Kamii asks Tamariki as they walk past the receptionist, who stares at the illustrious lineup of legends passing by him with big eyes. Everybody here knows the appearances of the people responsible for ushering in this age of peace and prosperity. 

    "Nah, she's a freeloader." The Rangatira shakes her head and says with feigned disdain. 

    "I'm the chief of security!" Lenoly calls out across the hall in an indignant tone. Her ears are certainly quite sharp to hear them from this far away. 

    The little bakari hasn't changed much besides her more modern hairstyle and uniform befitting her status. The hints of her powers as the Bearer of the Flame can be seen peeking out from underneath her collar and sleeves, and the ruby still replaces her broken horn. But in this age where gods no longer exist, she's merely known as a member of the fellowship that saved the universe. 

    Since only authorized personnel are allowed on the Rhodos station, and outsiders have no way of getting here in the first place, there isn't much need for security. After long periods of peace, people will begin to consider police and soldiers as freeloaders. 

    "Permission to enter the Tesseract, oh chief of security." Tamariki sneers, receiving a frown in response. As one of the Tesseract scientists, the Rangatira has unlimited access everywhere in the Reality Engine, so she's merely mocking the little bakari. Still, despite this exchange, it's clear that this is a bit they do quite often, and they're actually very close. 

    "We're going directly to the Tesseract, I assume." Lenoly looks across everybody's faces, and her expression softens. 

    "Yes. It's time." Exia responds with a nod. 

    "Are you sure? We don't have enough data yet." Tamariki raises an eyebrow at those words and argues. Despite being the type to rush headlong into things, she understands the importance of patience and prudence. If they miscalculated, everything they fought and sacrificed so much for could come undone. 

    "No, but Daica will know." The cloud girl says with an irresponsible shrug. 

      

    The group arrives in the same transportation circle they emerged from inside the Reality Engine back then. Unlike last time, the room is now brightly illuminated, and the path to the elevator platform no longer looks sinister. They take the short ride up and find themselves out in the open with the Tesseract hovering before them. 

    Climbing the floating stairs, they soon enter the core. The interior is quite different from how they remember it. Gone is the kaleidoscopic infinitely recurring arrangement of rooms; instead, it's only as large as it looks from the outside. They ascend into a room just outside the Rift Chamber, which is filled with scientific equipment. 

    The force field generator has been replaced by a triple-layered hyperbolic containment unit. Countless cables run from it toward server racks, connected to the array of consoles surrounding the tear in reality. An army of scientists sits in front of those consoles, taking notes of readings and adjusting power output with knobs and dials. There's an overall atmosphere of activity here. 

    "Over there." Tamariki points toward the front, where two familiar people are locked in a heated debate. They are Daica and Kleihn, seemingly disagreeing about something. The big dark elf wears a cream-colored ribbed sweater and a lab coat over it, both of which are stained with a few smudges of coffee. It's an outfit similar to Elaine's when they confronted her here back in the day, showing that it may be the most comfortable to wear while working in this environment. The dark rings under her bespectacled eyes indicate that she's overworked, just like the Old Human had appeared to be. 

    "Daica." Kamii calls out her younger sister's name, and she turns around in surprise. 

    "Kamii! You came!" The big dark elf drops everything she's doing and runs over to embrace her sister. But before she takes three steps, she seemingly trips over nothing and falls flat on her face. Kleihn only shakes her head and sighs, showing that this must be a regular occurrence. 

    "Are you alright?" The little dark elf walks over and helps her sister up. 

    "I'm fine." Daica stands up and shows that her nose is bleeding. But the droplets of blood flowing down her upper lip separate from her skin and float up into the air. It gets drawn toward the tear in reality behind the containment unit and passes through the barriers unhindered before disappearing into the hole in perception. The big dark elf touches her nose and heals the wound with a thought. 

    "Another contaminant." Kleihn grumbles as she approaches them. The former gremlin maid, then chief engineer on the Queen Pelomyx, and now chief scientist of the Tesseract research team, hasn't changed much from the past. Her green hair is still kept in twin tails, and she still looks as youthful as she did many centuries ago. Gremlins shouldn't be as long-lived as that, but it shows that she must have turned herself unaging on a subconscious level to be able to continue feeding her infinite curiosity. 

    "Our very presence here is a contaminant on the readings!" Daica raises her voice and argues. Not a hint of her shy and reserved personality can be seen in her demeanor now. Centuries of being in a leadership position have shaped her into a confident woman. 

    "That's not what I meant!" Kleihn fires back in a frustrated tone. 

    "It doesn't matter anymore today." Waving off the gremlin scientist's concern, she turns to her sister. "How have you been?" 

    "We can all catch up after this." Exia interrupts their reunion despite knowing that the two dark elf sisters haven't seen each other in centuries. "Let's get this started." 

    "For the record: I'm against this. We need to run more tests." The gremlin chief scientist asserts in a disapproving tone. However, the fact that she walks toward her console to help initiate the sequence shows she knows her protest will fall on deaf ears. 

    "Yes, I think so, too." To her surprise, Daica agrees with her. Then, the big dark elf continues with a wink at her old comrades. "That's why we have to run this test today." 

    Kleihn's eyebrows, which had already risen in hope, drop back down in resentment. Shaking her head and grumbling to herself, she sits down in front of her computer and begins typing on the keyboard. Even if she criticizes this hasty experiment, she's still one of those eagerly waiting for good results. After all, Queen Chaos has touched something in her too, and she wants to see her again as soon as possible. 

    An alarm rings out in the room, and the general activity level rises by an order of magnitude. The scientists lingering elsewhere in the room hurry to their positions while those already seated begin to type away at their consoles. Warning lights on the hyperbolic containment unit signal that something big is about to begin. 

    "Are you sure this will work?" Tamariki asks Daica in a doubtful tone while working at her own desk. She may have studied theoretical physics and knows the underlying concepts of reality as well as anybody else on the science team. Still, the big dark elf has reached a different level of cosmic understanding in her pursuit of the other side. 

    "I have no idea!" Daica responds with a cheerful and innocent laugh while standing at what appears to be the main console for operating the containment system. It causes everybody else in the room to go pale. "I'm opening the gate. If my theories are correct, everything should be alright. But try not to think about anything during that time." 

    If it were that simple, they could have done that the moment they entered the Tesseract for the first time. But it's precisely because opening the force field could result in a catastrophic imagination leak that they needed to build this containment unit. 

    Exia glances around the room and smiles to herself. She may have started this whole endeavor with her scientific knowledge, but the people of this age have already moved past her. As the last active Old Human, she can only watch their future like a mother would as her children leave the nest. 

    Aurelia draws Vanadia's Will from her palm and readies herself for battle. She's the most pragmatic among everybody gathered, making sure she's prepared for the chance of a bad outcome. Even if she believes in Chaos and her siblings, she would rather be ready than regret it in hindsight. Seeing this, Lenoly removes her clothes and reveals her ruby-studded body, ready to call upon the power of the Sun itself. 

    Hestia clasps her hands and kneels in prayer. For her, there is only one true goddess, and she prays to see her again momentarily. Dregana watches over the fallen Fata, a complex expression on her face. But in the end, Hestia's happiness is the most important thing to her, so she silently joins her prayer. 

    Kamii looks at everybody's preparations, then peers down at her right hand. Mahkotoh had such powers over reality that she could remake her arm from nothing back then. Not a single fiber of her being doubts that she prevailed over Nemesis. Balling her fist, she looks back up at the force field with determination. 

    Daica takes their readiness as the signal to finally begin the procedure. The hyperbolic containment unit begins to spin and distort according to the mechanical principles it was built upon. But when the movements pass the theorized threshold, the entire structure disappears from sight. Before them is the naked tear in reality, causing a storm to whip through the Rift Chamber.  

    However, the influence of the other size spills out either way. In an instant, a wave of terror washes over everybody as the hole in space pulses noticeably. Before Daica can gather her wits and reactivate the barrier, the hole spreads. 

    "Oh no." Kleihn cries out. 

    "That's more than an oh no!" Tamariki jumps up from her seat to run to Daica's side. The emergency stop button is on her console, but the big dark elf seems unable to react when she watches the phenomenon unfold before her with round eyes. 

    Countless tendrils of nothingness sprout from the unfathomable hole in perception, holding onto the immaterial edge as if to force the body through next. Everybody is rooted in place, staring at the encroaching cosmic being with varying degrees of horror. Aurelia and Lenoly can't even react, so overwhelmed are their minds by this sight. 

    Then, the tear widens, and a vaguely humanoid drop of space emerges like a malformed chick hatching from its egg. It falls to the floor and turns into a puddle of starlight, where it remains unmoving. The people in the room can only stare as all the instruments go haywire from the interference on reality coming from that existence in their midst. Even Tamariki finds herself frozen, observing out of curiosity and terror. 

    When it begins to shift again, the Rangatira finally regains her senses and leaps to Daica's side to hit the emergency stop button. But an immaterial appendage grabs her wrist through space and holds her hand in place. It's the will of that being, extending outward beyond its visible physical form. 

    The puddle rises from the floor against the pull of gravity and forms a humanoid cutout of space itself. Before anybody can decide what to do, the shape splits into four - two smaller figures and two taller ones. They stand beside each other unmoving, but the people in the room can feel gazes sweep across their very souls. 

    "Took you long enough." Kamii suddenly remarks, breaking the anxious silence permeating the room. As if her voice was a signal, the cutouts in space materialize into physical forms. 

    "I did not doubt for a moment." Aurelia declares in an unwavering tone while letting Vanadia's Will sink back into her left palm. 

    "Huh, it worked." Tamariki scratches her head while glancing across the four figures before her. Lenoly's knees weaken from relief, but she catches herself and stands firmly, smiling from the depth of her heart. 

    Hestia can't even form a coherent sentence when she hastily rises from her kneeling position and runs forward. Dregana remains in place, watching the fallen Fata go with a rare wry smile. 

    "It worked!" Daica screams at the top of her lungs, breaking the emotional moment. At one point, she conflated her wish to see Chloe again with success in her research. Thus, now that the work of many centuries has finally come to fruition, she can't help but celebrate. But then, she realizes the significance of her success, and tears well up in her eyes as she stares at Chloe. "It worked..." 

    Silence permeates the room once more. All eyes are on Chaos as she steps forward between Asoko, and Uten and Saten. The Crawling Chaos looks across her beloved girls gathered before her, and her lips curl up into a warm smile. She puts her hands on her hips and finally speaks. 

    "Kept you waiting, huh?"

  


   
    Epilogue - Toward Eternity 

      

      

    "Four hundred and fifteen years, huh?" I repeat the number while looking across the gathered in the Queen Pelomyx command center. 

    We're down to half our numbers from back then, and it feels quite lonely in this huge room now. Those who aren't long-lived have passed on while we were locked away on the other side. It's sad to know that we can never see them again. Still, it gives me a bittersweet feeling when I think that they were able to live out their lives in peace. 

    But several old comrades are still living as they please. For example, Kerry recently sent a quantum entanglement communication through their Golden Raiment, informing Exia that they had reached Sagittarius A*, the supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky Way galaxy. They were jokingly playing with the idea of taking a dip in it to find out what lies beyond the event horizon. Knowing the little Old Human, they would surely be able to escape afterward and tell the tale. After all, they learned to break the speed of light and covered over twenty-five thousand light years in only a few centuries. 

    "Why can't you stay here?" Exia asks for the third time since we left the Rhodos station less than an hour ago. The others watch my reaction, but they don't look as concerned as the cloud girl does. 

    I know Asoko is having the same conversation with her girls on the Rhodos station right now. Since all those important to her are there, she didn't come with us on our little trip to Earth and will spend the little time we have in this realm with them. 

    "You should be able to tell from those instrument readings back there. We can't stay in this dimension for long as we are now." I pat Exia's fluffy hair and smile wryly. Although she has physically grown up, I still see her as the quirky little cloud girl I first met her as. "Don't worry. We can visit this space from time to time like this." 

    We stayed in the research lab for a quick checkup before heading for Earth. It revealed that our very presence bends reality here; we're in both this dimension and the other side at the same time. If something were to go wrong, it could spill into this universe through us and overwrite everything. 

    At least, that's what Daica gathered from the readings that nobody else could even hope to understand. But we beings of Possibility know that she's right. We have to hold our forms together consciously at all times lest we expand to our true infinite size. And that is truly a haphazard solution. 

    "We would rather not do this too often." Uten and Saten comment with wry expressions. Passing through the tiny hole in reality was an unpleasant experience even for us. Of course, I know they aren't saying this seriously when the alternative is never seeing this side again. 

    "Well, you could come with us." I offer Exia my hand with a warm smile, taking the cloud girl by surprise. She stares at me for a moment, contemplating her options. It's clear that we know what we're doing, so she can believe that the realm of Possibility is now safe for people from this side. We worked hard to make it so after what happened to Senka. 

    But when Exia's eyes begin to swim, I know what the answer will be. 

    "I can't leave this world behind yet." She answers with a self-deprecating sigh. Although she may think she has a duty to Earth as the last active Old Human, she's really only trying to find excuses for her continued existence. All others of her kind have already moved on in one way or another, and it should be time for her to hand the reins to the new humanity. 

    Of course, it's only natural to want to live forever. I'm sad that Sidonia decided to undo her immortality and return to a regular human's lifespan. I understand that she did it in atonement for the crimes of her people, even if she was not to blame. But I don't want Exia to do the same; I want her to live freely from now on. She has done enough. 

    "I know what you're thinking even now." The cloud girl points at my face and pouts again. 

    "I don't think I changed since we last met." I shrug and grin. 

    "It's true." Exia shakes her head and sighs once more. I can tell that wasn't in response to my last statement. Gathering her resolve, she continues. "We're getting there, but my duty is still not done." 

    "Then I will wait for that day." I extend my offered hand and caress her cheek. She nuzzles into it and closes her eyes in satisfaction. The others watch in silence, their expressions regarding my intimate interaction with the cloud girl inscrutable. They will have their time later, so they don't express discontent now; they were patient enough for four hundred years, so what are a few more days? 

      

    Our first stop is Arkaim castle. Although much has changed about the world, the castle and its grounds are maintained as a cultural heritage site. Rewera has been taking care of it with the current members of the Maid Corps, many of whom are the descendants of those who served during my time. 

    As we approach the landing pad in the courtyard, I furrow my brow. A gigantic tree now overshadows the rest of the castle. Out of all the things I heard during the short flight here from the Rhodos station, not one person mentioned this. Rewera wants to take me on a tour through the castle, but it's clear that I have something else in mind. With only a wave of my hand, I excuse myself and fly over the building into the gardens. 

    As I approach the base of the tree, standing over a hundred meters tall, I see a metal fence around it. Rewera informed me that she wanted to open the castle to the general public as a museum but has been waiting for my return to make the final decision. This must be in preparation for visitors to dissuade them from climbing the tree. But there's a gate in the fence. And beyond it, as if growing from the massive trunk, is the naked wooden figure of Tokomaha. 

    "What's this? You're still not back?" I push open the gate and approach her. She became part of Earth itself to stop the Moonfall and lost herself in the vastness of the planet. Back then, she said that it may take a thousand years or more for her to return from that. 

    "I was waiting for you." As if my voice woke her up, Tokomaha suddenly opens her eyes and moves her head. She still seems to be part of the tree, but she begins to pull her limbs out one by one as if she were stuck. 

    I watch her, knowing that offering to help would only get me a snappy remark. As my comrades come after me, they find the little goddess finally separating from the tree trunk and landing on her feet. 

    "All this time, you were just acting like you were not back?" Aurelia stares at Tokomaha in disbelief. She must have visited this tree many times during her reign and never gotten an answer from the God of Growth. 

    "No. I wasn't until now." She crosses her arms and shakes her head, causing her leaf hair to rustle. "Only when I felt Kaos approaching me did I find myself again." 

    I assume she means when I approached Earth rather than this tree, which was only a tiny extension of her. But there's no point in thinking about these things. All that matters is that she's back. And it would seem Tokomaha thinks the same as she covers the few steps separating us and jumps into my embrace. 

    "I've been waiting for you to come and wake me." The little goddess nuzzles her face into my chest and sighs in satisfaction. Then she separates from me and looks across everybody's faces. She takes note of their changes, then glances back at her tree with an eyebrow raised. "How much time has passed?" 

    I exchange a look with my comrades, who smile wryly or shake their heads and sigh. At least Tokomaha should have felt the time go by as the planet Earth itself, unlike us, who were stuck in a timeless dimension. Even now, I couldn't say if we were there for only a few days or entire cosmic lifetimes. 

    "Welcome back, Tokomaha." I merely take her back into my arms and squeeze her tightly. 

      

    As we enter the castle together, we're welcomed by the Maid Corps. I spot some of the longer-lived members who were active during my short reign. They hold back their tears when they see me again and try to maintain a professional air even if they are no longer obligated toward me. Meanwhile, some of the younger maids only know Aurelia as their queen and greet her instead. 

    The castle's interior has been renovated and modernized. Until not too long ago, it was still the Dominion's seat of government and Aurelia's residence, so it had to go with the times. When I see the entrance hall, I'm reminded of my talk with Rewera about turning the castle into a museum. 

    It's a difficult issue. The Maid Corps call this place home still, but what would happen to them if this became a public building? Some maids are unique demons who have lived here all their lives and have nowhere else to go. 

    "Do not worry about us, Chaos-sama." Rewera bows and smiles when I give voice to my worries. "I have arranged for everybody's futures." 

    I'm filled with a sense of melancholy. So much time has passed in the blink of an eye, and everybody's lives have changed. I look at the maids following us. Even though some of them know me personally from our time back then, they spent far more time with Aurelia. I can tell they feel reverence toward me but familiarity with the Golden Queen. With a sigh, I breathe out my regrets and lay them to rest. Ultimately, I never had time to live a comfortable life surrounded by beautiful demon girls. 

    Kamii pinches my arm, and I turn to look at the little dark elf in surprise. Her frown suggests that she saw through my thoughts. But I give her a warm smile and shake my head. Even though we now have the power to move through time, my siblings and I agreed that what lies in the past shall never be changed lest the good is undone in an attempt to correct the bad. Thus, we will be moving forward with everybody in time. 

    "If you have time to regret the past, use it to make a better future." The little dark elf grabs my wrist and pulls me along toward the castle's terrace. It overlooks the city and the green plains beyond, featuring a sight now completely different from what it used to be. 

    Arkaim has become a modern metropolis, although it lacks buildings taller than the castle. All thanks to Aurelia and Rewera's influence, no doubt. Demonkind has flourished under the Golden Queen, as has new humanity across the ocean after many reforms. There is no place for me here anymore. I'm a member of a bygone era of conquerors when might made right. This is now the age of skilled administrators who can push the world forward without bloodshed. I believe Exia is well-suited for that job. 

    "I release you from your duty, Rewera Rangatira. You have gone above and beyond to fulfill it." Finally turning to the maid leader, I announce ceremoniously. The few Maid Corps members behind her stare at me in surprise. 

    "As You command, Chaos-sama." Rewera bows deeply before me. Although she has her expression under control, I can tell she's overcome with emotion. But it's not relief or pride, but sadness. She's painfully aware that this is the end of an era, and it hits her as hard as it does me. With a sad smile, she looks up and speaks a request. "Will You sit on the throne one last time?" 

    I gaze at the maid leader in silence, then smile and nod. She bows once more and gestures for us to follow her as she leads the way to the throne room. It brings me back to the moment I sat down on the throne when we liberated the Dominion and defeated Zeke and Xing. 

    As I walk up to the elevated platform, I feel everybody's eyes on me. It gives me a nostalgic feeling, especially since I didn't sit on the throne again after my coronation. When I reach the top and turn around, I note the absence of the many people who were there to witness me back then. Rolan and his party, Aratio, Korenga, Sidonia, and the shorter-lived members of the Maid Corps. Flann and Senka. They either moved on with their lives or passed on; it's time for me to do the same. 

    "Long live Queen Chaos." Rewera repeats her words from that time when I sit down. I smile as I behold the spectacle of everybody kneeling in response and repeating after her. Warmth and pride fill my heart as I caress the armrest. 

    Even though I still feel melancholy over this ending, I can confidently announce that this chapter of our lives is over. 

      

    Hokanui hasn't expanded much since back then. Although the Pacha Empire has modernized along with the rest of the world and become the democratic nation of Pacha, most of it has yet to take hold in the rural areas. Even now, the houses are built of wood, and the people observe their traditions. 

    In the town square stand two new totem poles, one honoring the new village chief and the other dedicated to the God of the Sky. It would appear that the Tuwheranui people learned of Tahiri's passing and erected it in her honor in every rural town. I feel a twinge in my heart when I see it, but I can still muster a smile when I remember our good times here in this village. 

    According to Kamii, nobody has seen Aratio or her brothers in the last few centuries. The weather is still the same as always, so the Tuwheranui believe they are in the heavens, fulfilling Tahiri's role as the goddess governing the skies. I would have wanted to see the God of Whirlwinds again, but perhaps it's better that we don't meet to avoid opening old wounds. 

    Rangi retired after Ruiha passed on, and Awhina became the new chief. She has grown into a fine woman of a towering stature that comes close to Korenga's. Her carefree attitude and fiery temperament haven't changed, but she is definitely more mature. 

    "The world has changed so much, but you are still the same." She hugs me with bone-crushing intensity. As with every experience today, I'm reminded that over four hundred years have passed. 

    The people of Armeria have long since been enlightened to the truth about the Reality Engine and the beings they revered as gods. But it doesn't change that they still deeply respect their former gods. Awhina isn't the village chief because she's a demigod but because the villagers have chosen her to lead them. 

    The former chief still lives here, but he has become far more like an immovable rock than he did the last time I saw him. It would seem that losing Ruiha has hit Rangi quite hard. At least he hasn't become an alcoholic, even though he continues to brew Waiù Pakiaka. But that appears to have become the only thing he does aside from sitting at the beach and carving wooden figurines dedicated to his wife's memory. 

    I can see the sadness in his eyes, but he's not empty. As the land god of Hokanui, he will continue to live a long life, and I believe he can eventually pull himself out of this. I'm sure Awhina will help him. 

    Uten and Saten went to visit Kauroa but returned in disappointment. Unlike Hokanui, the island village has changed into a tourist hotspot. Gone are the places they used to play in, replaced with modern amenities that have changed the landscape decisively. 

    "Let's go to Quiraqui instead." The twins say with dejection in their voices and postures. 

    "We'll get there. But there's somewhere we have to stop by first." I pat their heads. 

    "I'm ready for another journey." Awhina declares with a grin. Perhaps it wouldn't be a bad idea to leave the village to Rangi for a while; it could be an opportunity for him to find something new to do when the villagers look to him for guidance during Awhina's absence. 

    Unlike last time, heading out doesn't draw much of a crowd. We aren't going to war, and the roads of Pacha are paved and well-maintained. 

      

    "This is where you ambushed us." Awhina comments when we pass through the jungle where we first met Tokomaha. 

    "You can tell?" I look around, unable to distinguish this piece of the jungle from any other we have passed through until now. Since we're going by a large van driven by none other than Awhina herself, we quickly leave the place behind. 

    "I've been through here quite a few times on my way to Manoa." The Hokanui chief says with a smile, looking at the empty road ahead with a reminiscing smile. "We will pass a few more nostalgic places on our way to Korenga's Sanctum." 

    Korenga's Sanctum, which used to be Pakangaroa's fortress, lies a few hours southwest of Manoa, though it would have been several days on foot back in the day. We're going there first before moving on toward Quiraqui. 

    As the landscape passes us by, I wonder how the others see this place. Kamii came here a few times on her journeys, but even she must feel that things have changed. Seeing cars driving on the paved roads where we marched through a jungle trail seemingly not that long ago is a strange experience. 

    We stop in Manoa for lunch. The city has blossomed into a seaside metropole with a few buildings that could be considered skyscrapers. The monolithic palace still stands, but its surface has been painted in brilliant colors. Not a hint of its dark past under Rapania can be seen now. 

    In the afternoon, we reach Korenga's Sanctum deep in the valleys of the Kakai Tonga. It's an ancient citadel carved from the very mountain itself. Considering it used to be Pakangaroa's fortress, the architecture gives off a warlike impression. White banners hang from the walls to alleviate the appearance and give it a peaceful air instead. 

    The road leading to it is paved, showing that even a place this far from any settlement is connected with civilization. Kamii said that, back in its beginnings, this was still a lawless region. The former Black God had to protect the sanctum from bandits all by herself. But nowadays, it's one of Pacha's many places of interest and cultural significance. 

    Awhina brings us near the outer wall. There doesn't seem to be a parking lot, but since no other vehicles can be seen in the area, it should be alright to park wherever. The main gate is open, and an elderly man is sweeping the cobblestone pavement. 

    As we leave the van and approach, I notice he has a peg leg but still works diligently to clean the road. There is technology to do it faster, but it would seem that this place remains traditional. He nods at us in greeting but doesn't think much of us as we walk through the gate. 

    The layered fortress is home to countless infirm, orphans, and the elderly homeless. Children with missing limbs or covered in bandages can be seen laughing while playing in the streets. It's ironic that the former home of the God of War has become a place to shelter the weak and vulnerable. 

    "Will we be able to meet the lady of the hour?" I wonder as we walk up the main road toward the keep. 

    "I will meet you anytime, Kaos." A familiar voice calls out to me from behind, and I spin around on the spot. It's Korenga, carrying a massive basket over one shoulder and a bundle of blankets under her other arm. She still looks the same as the last time I saw her, but her skin has tanned to the same tone as the people around her, and she has gained a new set of full-body tattoos that tell the story of her path to becoming what she is today.  

    Children cling onto her legs, but she keeps walking without feeling their weight. Without her curse, she's no longer invincible, but even her base form was always quite formidable. I'm sure there's nobody in this land that could harm her even now. 

    "It's been a while, hasn't it?" Korenga stops a few steps before me and says with a grin. She puts down the basket filled with fruits and vegetables and hands out the blankets to the people surrounding her. 

    I watch her in silence for a while as she has to reply to her people's questions and words of gratitude. The sight fills my heart with warmth, and I'm again reminded of my humanity. Possibility's realm is a cold place, but I can sense some of this warmth flow to my main body on the other side. 

    "Have you found peace?" I finally ask. Korenga stares at me with her dark green eyes widened in surprise. The light in her eyes is stronger than ever, and when she shows me a motherly smile, it's the only answer I need. 

    Korenga has returned to her calling after a long and accursed life as the Black God. I hope the world will treat her kindly from here on out as it continues to change. But seeing how she's loved by her people, I have no doubt that will be the case. 

      

    We continue to Quiraqui in the evening but stop in Tarauaka for the night. I could easily take us to the capital in a few seconds, but not one of my comrades complains about the time it takes us. Even Uten and Saten enjoy the slow journey down memory lane as we partially retrace the steps we took when we came through here on our quest to bring down the usurper emperor back then. 

    The food of Pacha is still as I remember it. It shows that this nation values its traditions and heritage over the convenience of technology. Food replicators are becoming more widespread, but the people of Pacha still cook for themselves. 

    We continue our journey in the morning, moving onto a big highway reminiscent of those I know from my previous life. There are increasingly more cars the closer we get to Quiraqui, preparing us for the sight of a metropole appearing over the horizon. 

    It doesn't betray our expectations. The massive Quiraqui palace still stands, but the city around it has long since spilled far beyond its walls. The capital that used to have a population of a quarter million has expanded to six million inhabitants. In this world, where new humanity isn't experiencing any overpopulation issues, it's truly an immense number. 

    The highway seamlessly flows into the city's main street toward a gigantic memorial arch. As we drive along the roundabout, I try to read the pillars' inscriptions, but I can't understand what this monument commemorates. 

    "It's in dedication to the people who fell in the civil war a hundred and twenty-three years ago." Awhina explains with a nostalgic look when I ask her about it. As we continue toward the pyramidal palace of Quiraqui, she tells us of the democratic uprising against the then-dictator of the militaristic nation of Pacha. 

    It would seem that this country went through a lot in our absence. Awhina goes on to explain that there aren't any buildings taller than the palace, which has been repurposed into the Pacha parliament building, as a way of saying that nothing shall stand above democracy. What used to be the symbol of monarchy and dictatorship is now a monument to the people's representation. 

    "What happened to Mereana?" Uten and Saten finally feel compelled to ask. They were silently looking forward to meeting their beloved general and held back talking about her. After all, they believed that she would wait for their return even now. 

    "Look there." But Awhina points ahead as we approach the parliament building. A huge bronze statue of a familiar woman wielding a spear towers in front of the closed gate leading into the palace grounds. It's of Mereana, wearing a modern military uniform inspired by Pacha's traditional clothes. 

    It would seem that she led the uprising against the dictatorship much like she did when we marched on Quiraqui against the usurper emperor. Back then, she didn't want to be immortalized in any way, but it would appear that something or another led to her statue standing here now. 

    "Is she still alive?" Uten and Saten wonder in trembling voices. To their knowledge, only living dictators or dead heroes ever have such gigantic statues made of them. Considering the state of Pacha now, their fears are warranted. 

    "Of course. She's the prime minister." Finally, Awhina breaks the suspense with a laugh. I raise an eyebrow at that revelation, compelling her to elaborate. "She has been elected five times since the civil war, but she took a few decade-long breaks between her terms." 

    I was about to say that it wouldn't be much of a democracy if she had been the prime minister for more than a century. As I muse that she's as incorruptible as ever, we pass through the gate opening for us and drive into the former palace grounds. 

    "Are you still in contact with each other?" I wonder when I look around and find not a single civilian car here. This is certainly not a place people can just enter. 

    "Haven't seen each other since the civil war." Awhina responds with a shrug. Once again, I can't help but raise an eyebrow. I didn't see her do anything to open the gates, so who let us in? As we approach the base of the renewed pyramid, a delegation emerges from the glass doors and answers my question. At the forefront, accompanied by several aides and her secret service, is the white-haired former general of the Pacha Empire and current prime minister of Pacha. 

    Mereana has barely changed. The slave brand on her forehead is still visible. Her hair is shorter and tied back into a ponytail, and she no longer carries her stone spear. Her weapon is the pen now, but I'm sure she still has it stashed away in case the peace of this nation is threatened by a usurper again someday. 

    Awhina parks the car at the bottom of the stairs, and we all disembark. Uten and Saten fly up toward their lover with tears in their eyes, causing her guards to reach for their weapons in shock. But Mereana raises a hand to stop them and spreads her arms to welcome the twins. Their impact causes her to spin around, but she stays on her feet and embraces them. 

    I remain by the car with Awhina and the others, warmly watching over their reunion from afar. But my eyes meet Mereana's piercing green gaze, and I find that she's staring at me while caressing Uten and Saten's hair. She gives me a grateful and approving nod that causes me to blink my eyes. Then I smile and sigh from the weight lifted off my shoulders. I fulfilled my promise to bring them back. 

      

    We continue our journey after separating from Awhina and leaving Uten and Saten behind with Mereana in Quiraqui. Our last stop is the Kingdom of Lares, which has become a constitutional monarchy about two centuries ago. According to Kamii, a few of Svanhild's descendants still serve in the ceremonial royal guard, and some of Halthor's work in land development in the northern reaches of the Blereath continent. 

    But we aren't here to see those; they wouldn't even know who we are. Neither are we visiting the wholly reformed Royal Academy, even though so many memories tie Kamii, Hestia, and me to it. We're heading to Hovsgaerden, arguably the starting point of this centuries-long journey that led all of us to this point. 

    To my surprise, the city maintains most of its appearance from back in the day. The streets are still the same, even if cars rather than horsecarts drive on them. Many buildings from over four hundred years ago remain, showing the sturdiness of this nation's architecture. 

    Kamii leads the way, but I would be able to find what I'm looking for myself. After all, the city layout and street names haven't changed. The nostalgia hits me like a wave, even though it doesn't even feel like it has been four centuries since I was last here. 

    We head to the Hovsgaerden cemetery, where I did my first quest as a member of the adventurer guild. The undead no longer rise from their graves, so there's no longer a need for the Annual Cemetery Clearing. But as we walk past the rows of somber gravestones, the memories of the past rise like ghosts from the ground. 

    Although it wasn't in this city where we first met, one could say that our fates were irrevocably intertwined when we began to work together here. After all, this is where I found Senka. This is where I met Kamii and Daica. This is where I learned to use magic for the first time. 

    Helt Family. The small mausoleum building displaying this name above its entrance is no larger or more lavish than any other in this cemetery. It's a sign of Rolan's humility even after his monumental contributions to the survival and peace of this world. 

    "Chloe?" The voice of an elderly woman pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn around. Coming toward us is its owner, a slightly hunched-over lady in her twilight years, using a wooden staff as a crutch and carrying a basket of flowers in one hand. 

    "I'm back." I walk up to Luna and offer my hand in assistance. She only stares at me for a moment, unbelieving. But then she chuckles to herself as if coming to terms with reality. Of course, there was no way I wouldn't return. 

    "I am not so old to need help in walking." Even at her advanced age, she still maintains a headstrong attitude. I can see her youthful self reflected in that response, and it elicits a smile from me. 

    Luna steps up to the mausoleum and waves her wooden staff slightly. The heavy steel door opens to the small room within, and she enters to distribute the flowers in her basket among the tombstones. The centerpiece appears to be Rolan's, only slightly larger than the others surrounding it despite being the family's founder. 

    "He believed you would come back. And here you are." Luna says while laying the flowers before her late husband's tomb. Her voice is trembling slightly, overwhelmed by emotions. "I wish he could have been here to see your glorious return." 

    I can't even imagine what it must have been like to live for this long and witness one's family and descendants die of old age over the centuries. 

    "Sorry that it took so long." I put a hand on Luna's shoulder and speak in a rueful tone. At least I was able to meet her, the last of the biologically mortal people from our fellowship. As a half-elf, she has a little over four centuries in her life, so I truly did come on time. 

    "Where will you go from here?" Pulling herself up on her staff, Luna stands and turns to me with a warmth-filled smile only the elderly can muster. Even though we should be the same age, she sees me as a younger person now, with my future still ahead of me. 

    "I can't stay in this world for long." Offering my hand to the half-elf once more, I explain. She takes it this time and lets me help her over the mausoleum threshold. I look up at the Sun, my gaze fixed on the Rhodos station in front of it. "But I have created a home on the other side." 

    "Are you all going?" Luna turns to my comrades and asks. They only respond with smiles and silent nods. For a moment, I play with the thought of asking her to join us but then change my mind. But it would seem that the half-elf can finally see through me - an ability she gained through the wisdom of old age. She lets go of my hand and leans on her staff. "I will be fine here, Chloe." 

    My eyes twitch, but I stop myself from choking up. This feels like a proper farewell, unlike the others I've had in the past few days. Exia, Rewera, Awhina, and Korenga will continue to live on this Earth for a long time and possibly even join me in the future. But Luna will no longer be here the next time we can visit this dimension. 

    "We will be going then." I step back from the elderly half-elf and behold her one final time, the last link to Rolan, Gram, and Sigurd. My fateful companions. My comrades in arms. My friends. 

      

    "You say there are others like you?" Aurelia inquires as we walk into the Rift Chamber and approach the containment unit. Kleihn works on the console and initiates the procedure to open it for us. Meanwhile, the other scientists in the room watch us curiously and listen to our every word. I even spot a few trying to discreetly take measurements of me with instruments pointed in my direction even now. 

    Asoko and her girls will require some more time to decide who will join her on the other side. The twins will stay until the last moment because Mereana doesn't want to leave the world behind just yet, much like Exia. Thus, I'm heading back with my lovers first. 

    "Not quite like me." I caress the Golden Queen's cheek and give her a meaningful grin, causing her to roll her eyes. 

    My siblings and I explored the vast infinity and the knowledge that comes with our new realm, and we discovered many things of interest. For example, we learned that there are many other beings out there that represent universal concepts like we do. Our Quaternity, as I would call the four of us in our current state, is Possibility. Mithra was an aspect of Time, with whom we're in a cold war now. And we were visited by a few others who were curious about our new existence. 

    "There are so many universes beyond this one. Even eternity wouldn't be enough to explore them all." I declare with a sweeping gesture of my arms. Kamii's eyes light up with a new flame when she hears this. Four centuries couldn't have been enough to see all of Earth's wonders, but the prospect of having an eternity of exploration before her does seem to make her heart beat higher. 

    "I hope it's not all just space and stars." Tokomaha crosses her arms and tilts her head back with an unamused expression. 

    "Oh, have I just the things to show you then." I can barely suppress my giddiness at the thought that I can see my little goddess's wonder-filled expression at the things I've discovered in passing. Terms such as the World Tree or the Garden of Eden couldn't ever hope to do them justice. 

    "As long as I am with you, I do not care where we go and what we do." Hestia holds onto my arm and squeezes her breasts against me. It makes me keenly aware of how much I missed her touch. 

    "We will have plenty of time to think of where we can do what with each other." I touch my forehead with the fallen Fata's and look into her crimson eyes. Hestia blushes at the suggestion but realizes that I baited her into having naughty thoughts. Still, she doesn't let go and squeezes my arm harder, signaling that she's looking forward to those things as well. 

    "Are you sure it's liveable for us over there?" Daica asks while adjusting her glasses with a curious look. She's the one who deciphered our messages sent through the Sun, allowing her to develop the method of opening the tear in space to let us back out. As a true-blue scientist, she's very interested in learning everything there is to learn about the other side. 

    "We made it so in preparation for you joining us. We didn't have much else to do there." I reply with a wry smile. 

    "You are good to go." Kleihn announces, and the containment unit vanishes. My sense of there being something slightly amiss with reality disappears when the raw possibility of the other side flows out from the opening. It's like I was a fish out of the water, and this is a wave pulling me back in. 

    "Are you ready?" I turn to my lovers. Their expressions are answer enough. "Then let's go greet infinity together."

  


   
    Afterword 

      

      

    This is the end. Hold your breath and count to ten. 

      

    I look back and find that this series started in February 2017 as a web novel on a site still called RoyalRoadL at the time. When the first volume was rewritten and officially published, the web novel had already developed to the equivalent of the sixth volume. And since then, I have been writing both at the same time, with both reaching different endings this year. 

      

    I have been working on Chaos for over five years now, and I know some of you readers have followed me since the first chapter on the very first day. Still, I am truly blessed to have you along for the journey, no matter when you joined, be it when I took my fledgling steps or as I write these closing words. 

      

    I extend a special thank you to my Patrons, who have stayed even after the web novel ended and no more new content rolled out for a long time. I will compensate you for it in the new year with a brand new story as I let my mind flow freely once more. 

      

    Here are the heroes that stayed with me until the bitter end: 

      

    Amelyea, chris, C.S Sturmer, FlamingWombat3, Green, Ilsig, Nanu Nankoo, No, Rudi Flesvik, Slaughter0tter, sublethalrex, Tanner Chappuis 

    Gandalf, Christopher Henry, Danny Galbreath, diesonduty214, Eduardo Garcia, James Button, HauBassTec, Orakuru, Passel, Ruination Knight, Steffan Paul Nilsson, Yannick Lange, taichi1082 

    Blizgerg, Caitlin Harper, DeathIsABishi, Demian Buckle, Devion -, Dyodag, Jan Henning Bruns, Keno, Kevin Colovos, Marvin S., Matthew Thomas, Nargu, Netroxa Frost, PinkTurtle, Rachet, Rafa P, Roseline Bloom, SealShadow, Slevin, SpiritOfDestiny, Tanyiah, Tsantensore, xPuky, Zyke Kyzari 

    Ashadun, Blu Worth, Breyon Merritt, Cameron Badman, cosmo hollen, Deathbricks, DJay, Ella Quinn Lagerquist, Felipe monell Felix Fischer, Healerbob, James Daciuk, Jane Hexum, Johann Oskarsson, Kaede Kagami, Kandamir, Kiks, Kyle Conrad, Liaira, Lordmod, LostPath, Malte Lemke, Neachtain, nelloth, OspreyJax, Peter Armstrong, Programan, Raistlin, SopaMuyCaliente, TheCygordian, Wanaziba 

      

    This list is now complete. You can still help by expanding it, though. 

      

    Peperon deserves my heartfelt gratitude for bringing my vision of the characters to life on the covers. Without his work, my books would only be half as complete. Still, I consider the final cover something special, as it perfectly captures the emotions I wanted to convey. I hope that we will collaborate again in the future! 

      

    With this, I take my fingers off the keyboard for but a little while before I move on to my next project. Look forward to a brand new story in 2023! 

      

    December 2022 

    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi) 
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