Prologue: The Letter of One

“Power does not corrupt because it is evil.

Power corrupts because it is heavy.

And when it begins to slip from a person’s hands...
they will burn worlds just to feel it again.”

One wrote that sentence first.

Not as a warning.
Not as poetry.

As truth.
He stared at the words until even the universe around him seemed to flinch.

The Palace Inbetween Time was silent the way eternity was silent—no wind, no breath, no
passing hours. Not because nothing existed here, but because everything did, all at once. Past
and future lay stacked like sheets of glass, and in the spaces between them, reality held itself
still so it would not fracture under its own weight.

One sat alone at a long table that had no beginning and no end.

It was not made of stone.
Not made of gold.
Not made of any material a mortal could name.

It was made of decision.

A surface carved from the consequence of every choice ever made and every choice still
waiting to be made. Above him, the ceiling was a sky of shifting constellations—stars forming
and dying in slow motion, collapsing inward and blooming again like lungs that could not stop
breathing.

He did not look up.
He looked down at the page before him.
Plain parchment.

Absurdly plain.
Almost insulting, really—placing something so simple inside a place where galaxies could be
unthreaded like cloth.



But One had learned long ago that the greatest laws were rarely announced with spectacle.

Spectacle was for the desperate.
For the weak.
For those who needed others to believe them.

One did not need belief.

He dipped the pen into ink the color of voidlight—black at first glance, but when it caught the
faint glow of the stars overhead, it shimmered with hidden hues, as if it contained every ending
ever recorded.

His hand did not tremble.

Not because he felt no fear—
but because fear had burned out of him eons ago.

Fear required stakes.

And One... had already outlived everything worth losing.
He wrote slowly.

Deliberately.

Each letter sank into the parchment as if the paper was not paper at all, but a living thing
swallowing scripture. With every stroke, the Palace around him responded—walls shifting,
constellations blinking, the air thickening as if reality itself was paying attention.

Because it knew.
The universe always knew when it was being rewritten.

One paused with the pen hovering over the page and exhaled through his nose, the closest
thing he had left to a sigh.

The nine gods called him many things.

Overseer.
Judge.
Architect.
Creator.

They were wrong.

He could still remember the first time he realized that.



It had not been during a victory. Not during a triumph or miracle or cosmic birth.

It had been in a quiet moment—early in the universe’s infancy—when he sat at the edge of
nothingness and asked himself a question so small, so simple, that it nearly swallowed him
whole:

If | made everything...

...then who made me?

No voice answered.

No great revelation arrived.

There was only silence.

And the silence had teeth.

That was when One understood the shape of his curse.

He was not the source.
He was not the beginning.

He was only the one holding the greatest portion of the weight.
And weight, eventually, made even omnipotence feel like a prison.
He set the pen down.

Across the table sat an empty chair.

He stared at it for a long moment.

Not because he imagined someone sitting there—

but because he was remembering the future.

He knew the face that would one day occupy that chair.

He knew the hands that would one day touch this table.

He knew the eyes that would look at him and demand answers with the fearless cruelty of
youth.

And for the first time in a long time...

One felt something dangerously close to hope.



Not for himself.
For the universe.
Because he could not carry it much longer.

He had seen civilizations rise like dawn and collapse like ash. He had watched stars become
graveyards and graveyards become nurseries. He had watched empires kill their own children
to protect their pride. He had watched lovers choose duty over joy. He had watched prophets
drown in their own certainty.

He had watched gods lose themselves.

And the strangest part—
the part that made him want to laugh until the cosmos cracked—was that it always began the
same way.

With someone holding power too tightly.

When power first touched the hands of a being, it felt like purpose.
But eventually... it became identity.

And when power became identity, losing it was not seen as loss.
It was seen as death.

One had watched gods commit atrocities not because they were cruel—
but because they were terrified of being ordinary.

He picked the pen up again and began the letter.

Dear friends, brothers, and sisters...

He paused.

Then crossed out friends.

One did not pretend anymore.

He rewrote the line.

Dear brothers and sisters...

Even that felt generous.

His siblings were brilliant, yes. Impossible, yes. Beautiful in the way storms were beautiful.



But they were still children.

Children who had never been forced to live without their gifts.
Children who had never known the quiet terror of meaninglessness.
Children who believed power was proof of worth.

One dipped the pen again.

The ink swirled like a living shadow.

| invite you for one final game...

The words came easier now, as if the universe itself had been waiting for him to say them.
He did not hate them.

Not truly.

But he knew what they would become if he did nothing.

He knew what they would do to preserve their thrones.
He knew what they would sacrifice to keep their dominions.
He knew how far even a god would fall when threatened with the idea of losing.

And so he wrote the only kind of mercy he had left to offer:

A test.

A stripping.

A mirror held so close they would have no choice but to face themselves.
...a final game that shall give the winner the wager of all.

He didn’t write galaxies.

He wrote everything.

Because that was what it truly was.

All known power.
All cosmic balance.
All creation’s authority.

Because One was tired.



He was tired in the way oceans were tired of holding the moon’s pull.
Tired in the way the sky was tired of catching prayers.
Tired in the way time was tired of moving forward with no end in sight.

He was tired of being the lock.
He wanted to finally become the door.

He wrote the rules with precision, but his mind was already beyond them—already sitting at the
table he had seen in the future, across from the winner, waiting for the question that would
break the last lie.

He could almost hear it now.

If you created everything... who created you?

And One knew what he would do when the question came.

He would laugh.

Not because it was funny—

but because it was the first honest thing anyone had asked him in eternity.
He wrote again.

Eight worlds.
A mortal star system.
Eight players.

Five wildcards.

He wrote the words no powers and felt the universe tense, as if reality itself did not want to
imagine gods stripped bare.

But it had to happen.
Because this was the real truth One had learned:
Power is not a gift.

Power is a responsibility so vast that most beings would rather destroy the world than admit
they were unworthy of holding it.

He finished the letter at last and set the pen down.

The ink dried instantly—not because time moved here, but because the Palace decided the
moment was complete.



One folded the parchment, slid it into the black envelope, and pressed the seal.
The unblinking eye stared back at him.

He held it for a moment, turning it between his fingers, feeling the weight of what he’d just
committed to motion.

A universe changed by a letter.
A future placed on a blade’s edge.

He looked out into the constellations above and spoke softly, though no one was there to hear
him.

“Forgive me,” he whispered.

Not to his siblings.

To the cosmos.

Then he released the envelope.

It vanished.

Not traveling through space—

but appearing everywhere at once.
One remained seated at the table.
Alone again.

Waiting.

Because that was what overseers did.

They did not win.
They did not lose.

They simply watched the world prove what it always was...
when power was on the line.

And somewhere beyond the veil of time, the game began to breathe.



CHAPTER 1 — The Eight Who Fell

The letter arrived without sound.

It did not tear through space or blaze like a comet across the sky. It simply appeared—as if the
universe had always intended it to be there, and reality was only now remembering to deliver it.

In the dominions of the nine, time stuttered.

Stars held their breath.
Oceans paused mid-tide.
Entire civilizations hesitated in the middle of prayers they did not realize were being interrupted.

Even the gods felt it.

Not as fear.

Fear was a mortal thing, born of endings.
This was something else.

This was recognition.

Across the quadrants of creation, eight divine siblings stopped what they were doing and turned
toward the envelope that now rested before them—black as voidlight, sealed with an unblinking
eye.

The mark of One.

The Overseer.

The one who never played.
The one who never wagered.
The one who watched.

And for the first time in eternity, the gods remembered what it felt like to be summoned.

Vae held the envelope in his hand as if it weighed less than air and more than destiny.

He sat alone atop a throne that was not made of gold, but of authority—a seat shaped by
centuries of victories, carved from the quiet surrender of lesser beings who had learned to bow



without understanding why. Around him, his dominion stretched in spirals of starfire and drifting
cities, where mortals lived beneath skies that never changed unless he permitted it.

He turned the envelope once.
Twice.

Then smiled.
Vae had always loved beginnings.

Beginnings meant possibility. Beginnings meant movement. Beginnings meant the board was
still clean enough to stain.

A voice echoed from behind him—calm, sharp, familiar.

“You look pleased.”

Vae didn’t turn. He didn’t need to. He knew that voice the way the universe knew gravity.
Another sibling had arrived without being invited—because some gods did not believe in doors.
“You shouldn’t be here,” Vae said.

“Neither should this,” the sibling replied, nodding toward the seal. “One doesn’t write unless
something is broken.”

Vae’s smile thinned. “Or unless something needs to be finished.”

He lifted the envelope slightly, letting the eye in the wax catch the starlight.
“The Overseer has finally grown bored.”

The sibling’s gaze hardened. “Or desperate.”

Vae laughed once—short, bright, almost human.

“Is there a difference?”

In another dominion—one ruled by prophecy, where futures hung like fruit from invisible
branches—another god stood in a cathedral made of floating glass. Their fingers hovered over a
pool of shimmering water that showed ten thousand possible tomorrows at once.

The envelope lay on the surface, refusing to sink.

The god stared at it for a long time before touching the seal.



They could see outcomes the way mortals saw weather. They had watched empires rise from a
single lie and collapse from a single truth. They had witnessed the way fate twisted itself into
patterns whenever the gods grew careless.

But this...

This envelope did not appear in any future they had ever read.

That alone was enough to make something cold form behind their ribs.
They broke the seal.

And as their eyes skimmed the words, the cathedral trembled—Ilike even prophecy itself had
flinched.

“War,” the god whispered.
The pool of futures darkened.

For the first time in forever, they saw a tomorrow they could not name.

One by one, across the cosmos, the siblings received the letter.

Some were amused.
Some were insulted.
Some felt something that looked suspiciously like relief.

And some—quietly, privately—felt dread.
Because the letter did not offer a game.

It offered exposure.

It promised to peel the divine off of them like skin.

To reveal what remained underneath.

By the time the eighth sibling finished reading, a change had already begun to ripple outward.
A new star system was forming in the dead space between dominions.
At first, it was only a faint spark—an idea of light, a thought pretending to be matter.

Then it thickened.



A sun ignited where there had been nothing.

Planets spun into existence like coins tossed across a table, their atmospheres blooming into
color, their continents stitching themselves together under unseen hands.

Eight worlds.

Fresh.

Untouched.

Waiting.

And every god who looked upon it felt the same undeniable truth press into their bones:
This system had not been born.

It had been built.

A dominion constructed with intention.

A cage made beautiful.

A cradle designed to become a battlefield.

They gathered at the threshold in a place that was not a place.
A crossroads carved into the fabric of reality where the air shimmered with unfinished possibility.

The gods arrived in different ways—stepping through fractures of light, unfolding from shadow,
appearing inside the blink of a star.

There was no grand hall. No ceremonial stage.

Just the eight of them, standing at the edge of a newborn system, watching the planets turn in
slow silence.

For a moment, none of them spoke.
It was a rare thing—eight divine minds sharing the same quiet.
Then someone laughed.

It came from a goddess whose eyes held the faint glow of storms. She leaned forward slightly,
studying the worlds as if they were prey.



“One really expects us to entertain him,” she said.

A god beside her—tall, composed, with hands folded behind his back—answered without
looking away from the planets. “He expects us to reveal ourselves.”

A third stepped closer to the edge, their gaze fixed on the largest world—the one with oceans
that shone like shattered mirrors.

“Eight worlds,” they murmured. “Eight cages.”

Vae spoke last.

His voice carried easily, smooth as silk stretched over steel. “Not cages,” he corrected. “Stages.”
Several eyes snapped toward him.

Vae smiled again. “Don’t pretend you don’t feel it. The thrill. The pull.”

A sibling scoffed. “This is not a game.”

Vae’s gaze sharpened, the amusement fading into something older.

“It's always been a game,” he said softly. “We just never admitted the cost.”

The words hung between them.

And in that moment, the gods looked less like cosmic rulers and more like siblings in the
aftermath of an argument that had lasted for eternity.

Then the air changed.

A presence touched the edge of the gathering—not seen, not heard, but known.
The Overseer.

One.

He did not appear as a figure.

He did not need to.

His attention alone carried weight.

The space around them bowed in quiet obedience.

And into that pressure, a voice arrived—calm, distant, absolute.

“You have read the rules,” One said. “Now you will choose.”



Silence.

The gods exchanged glances.

Because this was the part no one wanted to speak aloud.
This was where immortals admitted hierarchy.

One’s voice continued.

“Eight of you will descend. You will become Players. Bound by mortality. Bound by pain. Bound
by blood.”

A faint shift moved through the group. The idea of blood felt obscene against divinity.
“And the remaining will become Wildcards,” One finished. “Unbound. Unruled. Free to interfere.”
Vae tilted his head. “And who decides?”

“You do,” One answered. “As siblings.”

A god laughed, humorless. “As if you don’t already know how this ends.”

One’s voice did not change. “I know what you are.”

That sentence landed like a blade laid gently on the table.

Not a threat.

A statement.

A truth.

For the first time, the gods understood the structure of this moment.

One was not asking them to participate.

He was giving them a chance to choose how they would be remembered.

They argued.
Of course they did.

No mortal argument could ever match what it looked like when gods disagreed—because gods
didn’t trade insults, they traded philosophies. They didn’t shout; they reshaped the air with the
force of their certainty.



“We should all descend,” one demanded. “Make it fair.”

“And strip ourselves completely?” another snapped. “That isn’t fairness. That’s stupidity.”
“The Wildcards will ruin it,” a third warned. “Unbound beings always ruin things.”
Vae watched them, eyes bright with something like hunger.

He spoke softly, but his words cut through the noise.

“It doesn’t matter who becomes what,” he said. “The true test is the same.”
Several faces turned toward him.

Vae smiled faintly. “What will you be willing to do... once you can bleed?”
For a heartbeat, no one answered.

Because even gods understood what he was asking.

Mortality was not just weakness.

Mortality was temptation.

Mortality made every decision final.

Mortality turned pride into desperation.

Mortality made love into fear.

Mortality made power into a drug.

And when something became a drug...

beings did terrible things to keep it.

One by one, the choices were made.

Four Players.

Four Wildcards.

Not spoken aloud as names yet—just as roles agreed upon with bitter acceptance and sharper
calculation.

One’s presence pressed in again.

“Step forward,” he commanded.



The four Players moved first.

It was subtle, almost graceful—like a dance they pretended was not a surrender.
As they crossed the threshold, the air around them thickened.

The system reacted.

The planets spun faster, as if eager.

And then One spoke the words that shattered eternity into a before and after.
“Relinquish.”

The command struck through them.

Not like pain—

like removal.

Something tore free from their souls.

A divine force that had always been there, a constant as natural as thought, ripped away with
cruel simplicity—as if omnipotence had been nothing but a cloak, and One had simply taken
hold of the collar.

The Players gasped.

Not in fear.

In shock.

Because for the first time in their endless lives...

they felt small.

Their knees did not buckle, but their pride did.

They stood in silence, breathing.

Breathing.

Gods who had never needed air now filled lungs they did not yet understand.
One’s voice was colder now.

“Welcome,” he said. “To consequence.”



The four Wildcards watched from behind the threshold, untouched.
Their eyes were sharper now, more dangerous.

Because they could still feel the old power humming under their skin.
They were still gods.

And gods did not interfere out of kindness.

They interfered out of desire.

Control.

Spite.

Hope.

Fear.

One by one, portals of light opened over the eight worlds.

A gate above each planet—spinning, humming, alive with the law of the new dominion.
One’s voice lowered.

“This is where your story becomes mortal.”

The Players looked toward their assigned worlds.

For the first time, their eyes held something that resembled humanity.
Not softness.

Not mercy.

But the raw realization of what it meant to fall.

Because now, when they fought...

they would not be able to simply reset the board.

They would not be able to call it a match and walk away whole.

Now, the game would be written in bodies.

In grief.



In the way a crown could feel like salvation and a throne could feel like a knife.
And above it all, unseen and unmoving, One watched.

The Overseer.

The god who did not participate.

The hand that had built the board.

The force that had ensured the only way to win...

was to become something terrible enough to keep power once it was earned.
The first Player stepped forward into the light.

Then the second.

Then the third.

Then the fourth.

And as the portals swallowed them, the star system brightened—alive with the beginning of war.
Not the war mortals knew.

This was older.

This was cleaner.

Crueler.

A war between beings who were learning, too late, that the most dangerous thing about
power...

was how human it made you when it started to slip away.

CHAPTER 2 — The First Breath

She woke up choking.

Not on smoke. Not on water.



On air.

It flooded her lungs with a violence that felt personal, as if the world was forcing itself inside her
and daring her to reject it. Her chest convulsed. Her throat burned. She rolled onto her side and
coughed until her ribs ached with a sensation she had never known before.

Pain.
Not metaphorical pain. Not the distant concept of suffering that mortals prayed about in songs.
This was sharp and immediate and humiliatingly small—pain that lived in tissue and bone.

She pressed a hand to the ground and felt dirt grind beneath her palm. The grit scraped her
skin. She stared at her fingers like they belonged to someone else.

There was blood beneath her nails.
A thin smear, bright and real.

She blinked, and her vision swam—not because she willed it to distort, but because her eyes
were wet.

Tears?

She lifted her hand to her cheek and found moisture there. Warm. Salted. Strange.
For a long moment she only breathed, because her body insisted she do so.

In. Out. In. Out.

Each breath made her more aware of herself—of weight, of gravity, of the way her stomach
twisted with an emptiness she couldn’t name at first.

Hunger.
The word arrived uninvited, sharp as a blade.

She pushed herself up on trembling arms, and for the first time in her endless existence she
understood what it meant to be limited.

She could feel it everywhere.

In the shake of her muscles.
In the way her joints creaked.
In the pounding of her heart—an ugly, frantic drum that refused to be ignored.

She pressed two fingers to her throat and felt the pulse jump beneath her skin.



It startled her so badly she pulled her hand away.
Her heart was not a symbol. Not a poetic notion.
It was a machine.

And machines could stop.

The thought hit her with such force that she sat still, frozen, staring at nothing while the world
rearranged itself around that realization.

| can die.

It didn’t feel like fear at first. It felt like... disbelief.

As if the universe had told a joke so cruel she couldn’t even laugh.
She looked up.

The sky above her was the color of deep twilight, but it wasn’t Earth’s sky and it wasn’t the sky
of any dominion she had ever shaped. There were too many stars—too close, too bright,
clustered like watching eyes. And hanging high above them all was the sun of this star system,
pale and distant, radiating light that felt indifferent.

She had known suns that bowed to her will.
This one did not even acknowledge her.

A wind swept across the plain, carrying the scent of something mineral and alive. It lifted her
hair and chilled the sweat on her skin. Sweat—another insult, another proof. Her body was
producing weakness now, like it was proud of its own fragility.

She stood, slowly, testing the world with her feet.

The ground was uneven and cold.

She expected the earth to yield beneath her authority.
It did not.

She took a step and stumbled.

Not because she was drunk or wounded.

Because her balance was... human.

She caught herself at the last second, breath hitching, and felt a flush of heat rise in her face.
Embarrassment.



Gods did not get embarrassed.

She did.

And it made her angry.

Not at herself—

at the structure that had forced this upon her.
She turned her gaze toward the horizon.

A line of dark shapes moved in the distance.
At first she thought they were animals.

Then she saw banners.

Small figures, clustered around wagons, trudging across the plain in a slow migration. A
caravan. A people. Mortals.

They looked fragile even from afar—tiny bodies under an enormous sky, walking as if they had
somewhere safe to reach.

She watched them for a long moment, feeling something tighten in her chest.
Not pity.

Responsibility.

A word as old as power itself.

She had been born with dominion in her blood. She had never had to earn the right to rule.
Reality had always obeyed because reality had always been afraid.

But now... the only thing separating her from those mortals was not her divine force.
It was her will.

She could hear One’s voice like a memory pressed against the back of her skull:
Welcome to consequence.

A bitter laugh almost escaped her mouth.

Welcome.

As if this was a gift.



As if being stripped down to bone and breath was enlightenment.
She started walking toward the caravan.

Her body protested immediately—legs stiff, lungs burning, throat dry. She had marched across
galaxies without fatigue. Now her muscles complained after a handful of steps.

She clenched her jaw and kept moving.

The ground rose into low hills, the grass thinning into rough brush. Her boots—simple leather,
mortal craftsmanship—caught on stones. She almost tripped again, and this time she swore
under her breath.

The word came out harsh and ugly, nothing like divine speech. It sounded like something a
soldier would spit after a long night of loss.

She hated that it felt natural.
As she crested the hill, the caravan came into clearer view.

There were maybe forty of them—men and women, children running in circles until someone
snapped at them to stay close. Their clothing was rough, patched. Their skin looked sun-worn.
Their eyes scanned the horizon with the restless vigilance of those who had learned that peace
was temporary.

One of the guards saw her.
He raised his spear.
The caravan froze, a ripple of alarm passing through the group like wind through reeds.

A woman stepped forward, older than the others, her hair braided tight. Her gaze met #4’s
without flinching, even though fear trembled in her hands.

“Who are you?” the woman demanded.

#4 opened her mouth to answer—and for the first time, she realized she did not know what
name she was supposed to wear here.

Numbers did not comfort mortals.
Numbers did not inspire loyalty or love.
Numbers were for accounting.

For ownership.

For cages.



She swallowed, and her throat hurt.

“l...” Her voice came out quiet, raw. Human.
She tried again. “l am—"

A sharp ache stabbed under her ribs.

Her stomach twisted violently.

Hunger rose like an enemy. It made her vision blur at the edges for a second, and she caught
herself swaying.

The guard took a step forward.

“She’s sick,” someone whispered.

Sick.

As if she could be sick.

As if she could be broken by something as small as an empty stomach.
The humiliation of it burned hotter than any star.

#4 forced herself upright and lifted her hands, palms open.

‘I won’t hurt you,” she said.

The words felt strange in her mouth—not because she didn’t mean them, but because she had
never needed to promise them before.

The older woman narrowed her eyes.

“Everyone says that.”

Fair.

Because mortals had been lied to by every powerful thing that had ever touched their world.

#4 looked at the children clustered behind the wagons—small faces peeking out, eyes wide,
dirty, alive.

Alive.
She felt her throat tighten again.

‘I don’t want your fear,” she said softly. “| want... to understand.”



A murmur moved through the caravan. Confusion. Suspicion.
The guard didn’t lower his spear.
“Understand what?” he spat.

#4’s gaze drifted past them, toward the horizon—toward the unseen planets beyond the sky,
where her siblings were landing, building armies, claiming thrones.

Understanding did not come as a thought.
It came as a weight in her bones.
Understanding came as the image of blood beneath her nails.

As the knowledge that on a different world, another god was already deciding how many lives
could be spent for a single advantage.

As the realization that One had built this star system not to crown a victor—

but to reveal the cost of power when it had to be held by mortal hands.

She looked back at the caravan, and her voice dropped to something almost reverent.
“What it means,” she said, “to protect something you can lose.”

The older woman stared at her for a long time.

Then, slowly, she lowered her hand.

Not in trust.

In caution.

“Come,” the woman said at last. “If you mean what you say... you'll eat. You'll walk with us. And
you'll learn.”

#4 hesitated.
Eating.
Walking.
Learning.

She had never learned anything in her life the way mortals learned: through experience that
couldn’t be undone.



But that was the point, wasn’t it?

She nodded once and stepped forward.

The caravan parted just enough to let her pass.

As she walked among them, she felt their eyes on her—fearful, curious, measuring.
They did not see a goddess.

They saw a stranger.

A possible threat.

A woman with dirt on her hands and hunger in her belly.

And as #4 sat by their fire that night, chewing bread that tasted of ash and grain, she watched a
child fall asleep against her mother’s shoulder.

The child’s breath was steady and warm.

So small.

So fragile.

So real.

Something inside #4 clenched, not with cruelty, but with a new kind of terror.
Because now she understood the cruelest rule of all:

To love anything mortal was to accept the possibility of losing it.

And the game had only just begun.

CHAPTER 3 — The Queen of Ash and
Oaths

She did not wake choking.



She woke standing.

One moment there was nothing—no floor, no sky, no breath—only the last sensation of divinity
being ripped from her bones like a cloak torn away.

And then—
cold stone beneath her feet.
A wind with teeth.

A horizon split by jagged mountains, black as burnt iron, crowned with pale snow that looked
more like ash than winter.

#5 blinked once.
And immediately felt it.
The unbearable weight of being inside herself.

Her heartbeat.
Her lungs.
Her skin.

A body.

Not a vessel of light. Not an immortal shell.
A mortal form that could be shattered.

She inhaled.

The air scraped down her throat, dry and rough, and it tasted like smoke. The scent on the wind
carried charred timber and old blood, the lingering aftermath of a war fought by people too tired
to remember why it began.

She exhaled slowly and stared at her hands.

Her palms were callused.

Her nails were chipped.

The fingers that once shaped galaxies now looked like they belonged to a soldier.
A laugh threatened to rise, but she swallowed it down.

Humor was dangerous right now. Humor was denial. Humor was the mind’s attempt to soften a
truth too sharp to hold.



#5 turned her gaze outward.

She stood at the edge of a ruined fortress—its walls cracked, its banners torn, its stones
blackened by fire. Below the fortress, a settlement spread across a valley like a scar. Homes
built of dark wood and salvaged stone clung close together as if warmth could be created by
proximity alone.

People moved through the streets with their shoulders hunched, their faces half-hidden beneath
cloaks. Even from here she could see what fear did to them.

It made them quiet.

It made them obedient.

It made them watch the sky like something was always coming.

And then they saw her.

A lone figure standing where no one should be standing.

A woman on the fortress wall like a ghost stitched into the morning fog.
The settlement stopped moving.

Not completely—life never stopped completely, not even under terror—but the attention of the
valley snapped toward her with a force that pressed against her skin.

Whispers rose like smoke.
“Who is that?”

“Is she one of them?”

“Is she—"

A horn sounded.

Low. Rough. Terrified.
And men began to run.
Not away.

Toward her.

Because fear did not only make people flee.



Sometimes it made them gather around something sharper than themselves, hoping it could cut
their enemies first.

#5 watched them climb the hill, a group of ten at first, then twenty, then more. Their weapons
were simple—spears, axes, broken swords. Nothing forged for glory. Everything forged for
survival.

As they approached the fortress gates, #5 stepped down from the wall and walked to meet
them.

Her boots scraped stone.

Her stomach tightened with hunger—an unwanted reminder that she was not above her body
anymore.

But her eyes remained steady.

When the first of the soldiers reached her, he lifted his spear.

His hands were shaking.

Not from cold.

From the awareness that whatever she was... she didn’t belong here.

“You,” he demanded. “Name yourself.”

His voice cracked at the last word, as if even speaking it was too much pressure for his throat.
#5 looked at the spearpoint, then at his eyes.

She could see exhaustion in him. Bruises under the skin. Old grief. The kind of grief that
reshaped a man until he forgot the version of himself that once laughed.

She didn’t know his name.

But she knew his type.

Every world, in every era—mortal or divine—had men like him.

Men who would die for a cause because living without one felt worse.
“| don’t have a name here,” she said.

The soldier’s eyes narrowed.

Another stepped forward, younger, scar along his jaw. “Everyone has a name.”



#5 nodded, acknowledging the truth.
Then she lifted her chin.

“You may call me Queen,” she said.
The soldiers flinched.

Not in mockery.

In shock.

Because people who called themselves queens were either insane... or powerful enough to
make it true.

The older soldier tightened his grip on the spear. “We already have a king.”
#5’s gaze moved past them toward the settlement in the valley.

“Where is he?” she asked.

Silence.

No one answered quickly enough.

That was answer enough.

The younger soldier spat onto the stone. “Dead. Like the rest.”

Dead.

#5 absorbed the word with quiet respect, as if she were honoring a fallen opponent she never
met.

Then she said, “Then you do not have a king.”
The older soldier’s spear trembled.

“And what makes you think we need a queen?”
#5 didn’t answer immediately.

She listened.

Not to the soldiers.

To the valley.



To the faint sound of children crying somewhere below. To the distant clang of a smith’s hammer
striking metal that would become another weapon. To the wind that carried the smell of burned
fields.

This world was bleeding out slowly.
Not from one wound.

From a thousand small ones.

#5 looked back at the soldiers.

“You need something to hold,” she said. “Something that doesn’t break when the sky turns
black.”

The older soldier’s jaw clenched. “We’ve held plenty. It's all broken.”
#5 stepped forward.

The soldiers stiffened, but none of them moved back. That alone earned her a thread of respect.
She lowered her voice. Not soft, not gentle—steady.

“Then | will be the thing that doesn’t break.”

The words settled between them like iron.

The older soldier swallowed. “And why would you do that?”

That question was the most human thing in the world.

Why would someone choose responsibility?

Why would anyone pick the weight willingly?

#5 felt her throat tighten with something unfamiliar.

Not fear.

Not weakness.

Meaning.

Because beneath her composure, beneath her new mortal flesh, the truth was still there: she
had been born into power once, and it had never asked her permission.

But now... she had been stripped.



Now... she could choose.

And the choice mattered more than any victory ever had.

‘I won’t pretend I’'m here by kindness,” she said quietly. “Or that | was sent by justice.”
She met the older soldier’s eyes.

‘I am here because something is coming. Something that will turn your world into a grave if you
stand alone.”

The younger soldier scoffed. “Everyone says something is coming.”

#5’s gaze sharpened, and for a heartbeat, something ancient flashed behind her eyes—a
reminder that divinity had been removed, but presence could not be stolen so easily.

“This time,” she said, “it's true.”

The air felt tighter after that. Like the valley itself had leaned forward to listen.
The older soldier slowly lowered his spear.

Not fully.

But enough.

“What do you want from us?” he asked.

#5 turned to face the valley.

Her eyes traced the broken walls, the scarred fields, the people watching from rooftops like prey
deciding whether to run or fight.

“I want your loyalty,” she said. “Not because | deserve it. Because you cannot afford to waste it.”
The older soldier’s voice came out harsh. “And what do we get?”

#5’s mouth twitched with something like a smile.

“Hope,” she said. “And discipline. And order.”

She looked over her shoulder at them.

“And if you give me your trust... | will give you a future.”

The younger soldier laughed, bitter. “You talk like a priest.

#5’s gaze didn’t waver.



“No,” she said. “I talk like someone who has buried too many worlds to be romantic about
survival.”

A long silence followed.

Then the older soldier did something that surprised even him.

He dropped to one knee.

The sound of his armor striking stone echoed like the first strike of a bell.

“I don’t know who you are,” he said. “And | don’t know where you came from.”

His eyes lifted to hers, and there was something raw in them—something desperate but honest.
“But if you can keep our children alive... | will follow you.”

One by one, the other soldiers knelt.

The younger one hesitated the longest.

Then, slowly, he dropped as well—his pride folding under the weight of necessity.

#5 stared at them.

She expected triumph.

She expected satisfaction.

Instead... she felt the quiet terror of responsibility settle onto her shoulders like a cloak.
Not divine.

Human.

Heavy.

Because she knew what a throne truly was.

It was not a seat of power.

It was a place where you watched people die for your decisions.

The older soldier rose slightly, still kneeling, as if afraid she might vanish if he blinked.
“What do we call you?” he asked again, voice softer now.

#5 answered without hesitation.



“Call me #5 if you must,” she said. “Or Queen.”

She looked out toward the mountains again, toward the far-off edges of the sky where
something unseen waited to be born.

“But understand this,” she continued, voice low with oathlike certainty.
“I do not rule you for glory.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“I rule so you will not be slaughtered.”

Behind her, the valley began to breathe again.

People stepped out of homes, drawn toward the fortress. Whispers turned into movement.
Movement into gathering. Gathering into the fragile beginnings of an army.

And as #5 descended from the ruined wall and walked into the settlement, she felt hundreds of
eyes on her.

They were not worshipful.
They were hopeful.

Hopeful was more dangerous.
Hope demanded results.

And as she passed through the gates, she made a promise to herself with the quiet fury of
someone who understood exactly what war was:

If this world must become a weapon...
then it will be a weapon that protects the innocent first.

Above her, the sky remained calm.
For now.
But the Game of the Nine had begun.

And somewhere beyond the stars, other gods were awakening to mortality, building empires,
sharpening their cruelty.

Soon, their worlds would collide.

Soon, #5 would learn what it meant to keep hope alive...



when numbers started to fall.

CHAPTER 4 — The Maker of Shields

#7 landed on his knees.

The impact drove breath out of him so violently that for a moment he couldn’t inhale again. His
hands sank into wet soil—cold, slick, alive with roots that clung to his fingers as if the planet
itself was trying to pull him down into it.

He coughed.
The sound startled him.

Not because it hurt—though it did, a sharp sting in his ribs—but because it was animal.
Uncontrolled. Mortal. A noise of weakness.

He pressed his forehead to the ground and stayed there until the world stopped spinning.
In the old dominions, he could have commanded the dizziness to vanish.

Here, his body refused to obey.

A laugh crawled up his throat and died before it could escape.

So this was what One wanted.

Not war.

Humiliation.

A god reduced to a man choking in mud.

#7 pushed himself upright, shaking soil from his hands. The air smelled rich and damp, heavy
with the scent of moss and rain. A canopy of towering trees surrounded him, their trunks thicker
than castles, their leaves woven so tightly that sunlight filtered through in thin spears of
green-gold.

The forest felt ancient.

Not just old—witnessing.



As if the world had been here long enough to remember gods, and still didn’t care.

#7 rose slowly, testing his weight. His limbs felt wrong—too heavy, too imperfect. There was
stiffness in his joints, a soreness behind his eyes. His heart beat too loudly, like a drum
announcing his vulnerability to everything listening.

And the first thought that came to him wasn’t fear.

It was offense.

How dare the universe make me small.

He clenched his fists until his nails bit into his palms and blood bloomed in crescent shapes.
Blood.

Red. Warm. Ridiculous.

He stared at it, almost mesmerized.

For the first time in eternity, he understood the meaning of a single truth that mortals had always
known:

A body was a countdown.

And in a game where only one could win...
countdowns mattered.

A sound moved through the trees.

Soft. Human.

#7 turned toward it.

Between the trunks, a line of figures emerged—nhunters, by the look of them. Their clothing was
woven from bark and animal hide, their faces painted with ash and berry dye. They held spears
tipped with sharpened stone and bone. Their eyes were wide, suspicious, and already afraid.

One of them shouted, a language #7 did not recognize at first.
But language had always been a thin veil to him.

Meaning bled through the sound.

Monster. Stranger. Threat.

#7 lifted his hands slowly, palms open.



“I'm not here to harm you,” he said.

The words came smoothly, practiced. The kind of lie that sounded like truth because it had been
repeated enough times to become a reflex.

The hunters didn’t lower their weapons.

A woman stepped forward—young, but with a scar across her cheek that looked old enough to
have healed twice. She leveled her spear at his throat.

“Leave,” she hissed.

#7 tilted his head, studying her.

Her stance was brave. Her fear was real.

She was exactly the kind of person who would die first in the coming wars.
Because courage without power was a candle in a storm.

He took a careful step forward.

The spearpoint pressed into his skin and pricked blood.

The woman didn’t flinch.

#7 smiled faintly.

“Do you know,” he said softly, “what’s coming?”

The hunters hesitated.

They didn’t answer, but their eyes flicked toward one another, uncertain.

He could see it in their faces—their world already knew violence. It had tasted it. The forest had
hidden them from it, but it couldn’t protect them forever.

#7 lowered his voice.

“Other worlds will burn,” he said. “Other peoples will be crushed. And when the sky breaks and
gods fall onto soil... your spears won’'t matter.”

The woman'’s jaw tightened. “We don’t have gods.”
#7's gaze sharpened.

“You do now.”



The words hung between them like smoke.

A tremor moved through the hunters. Some stepped back instinctively.
Not because they believed him—

because they felt something about him that made belief irrelevant.

#7 exhaled slowly. He was aware of how his breath steamed faintly in the damp air, of how his
skin prickled under the forest’s gaze.

Mortality made him cold.

Mortality made him hungry.
Mortality made him vulnerable.
And vulnerability made him angry.
He needed to fix that.

He needed to restore balance.
Not cosmic balance.

His balance.

He turned away from the hunters without waiting for permission, walking deeper into the forest
as if he owned it.

They shouted after him, but none dared follow.

Because even stripped of godhood, something remained in him that mortals recognized the way
prey recognized predators.

A certainty.
A will.

A hunger for control.

It took him hours to find the first village.

By the time he saw the rooftops woven between the trees, his stomach had begun to knot
painfully. The hunger came in waves, each one worse than the last, as if his body resented him



for ignoring it. He clenched his teeth and kept walking, refusing to be ruled by something as
small as need.

The village was buiilt like a secret. Homes shaped from living wood, grown rather than
constructed. Lanterns glowed in the branches, their light soft and greenish, like trapped fireflies.

Children ran across suspended bridges.
They laughed.
The sound struck #7 like a slap.

Laughter was irresponsible. Laughter was foolish. Laughter was what happened when people
didn’t understand what it meant to lose everything.

He watched them for a long moment, expression unreadable.
Then he stepped into the village.

Everything stopped.

Adults turned.

Weapons appeared.

A man stepped forward holding a carved bow with an arrow already notched. His eyes were
hard.

“What are you?” the man demanded.

#7 didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at the adults, then at the children clinging to their mothers’ legs.
A strange sensation moved through him then.

Not compassion.

Calculation.

How many of them would survive the wars that were coming?

Not many.

Unless someone changed the rules.

Unless someone built a shield.



#7 slowly raised his hands again.

“I'm a traveler,” he said. “| fell from the sky.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “No one falls from the sky.”

#7 smiled with faint amusement.

“You'll learn,” he murmured.

A hush moved through the village. The lanterns swayed slightly, though there was no wind.

A woman stepped out from behind the man. Older. Wiser. Her eyes were sharp with the kind of
intelligence that had kept her alive.

“You’re not human,” she said.

#7 met her gaze.

“No,” he said, honest this time. “But | can keep you alive.”
That sentence was always effective.

Mortals could reject miracles, but they rarely rejected survival.
The man scoffed. “Alive from what?”

#7 looked up through the canopy toward the stars they couldn’t see.
“From gods,” he said softly.

Silence.

Fear took shape in their faces.

Because even if they didn’t believe him...

their bodies did.

Their instincts did.

They felt it.

Something big was coming.

And they were too small to stop it.

The older woman’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Why would you help us?”



#7 stared at the children again.

They stared back, curious, unafraid.

Unaware that their lives were already being gambled on a cosmic table.
He felt the hunger in his gut twist again—painful and sharp. His body demanded care.
But care was weakness.

Weakness was what got you killed.

He swallowed and answered with measured precision.

“Because | need a kingdom,” he said. “And you need protection.”

Some of them flinched at his honesty.

But others—

others leaned toward it.

Because a threat spoken aloud could be negotiated with.

A threat hidden behind kindness always took more.

The older woman took a step forward.

“What kind of protection?”

#7’s eyes gleamed.

He had been thinking about it for hours. Since he’d woken in mud and realized his mortality was
a leash.

Not walls.

Walls could fall.

Not armies.

Armies could die.

He needed something older.
Something magical.

Something that would make his world unbreakable.



“A shield,” he said.
The word sounded simple.
But the way he spoke it made it feel like prophecy.

“A barrier around this planet,” #7 continued, his voice dropping, reverent now, as if he were
speaking of a holy thing. “A veil of magic so strong that war cannot touch you. So strong that
even gods cannot breach it.”

The man with the bow sneered. “Magic like that doesn’t exist.”
#7’s smile widened slightly.

“It will,” he promised.

That night, the village fed him.

Bread baked in leaf-wrapped ovens. Stewed roots. Bitter herbs.

#7 ate slowly, feeling shame crawl under his skin at how good it felt to satisfy the hunger.
He hated that.

He hated how quickly his body betrayed his dignity.

But he stored the feeling away like a weapon.

Because it reminded him of the truth:

Mortality made you desperate.

Desperate beings did what they had to do.

Later, alone in the hut they’d given him, #7 stared at the ceiling and listened to the sounds of the
village settling into sleep.

A child coughed softly somewhere nearby.
A mother whispered a lullaby.

#7 closed his eyes.
And inside the darkness behind his eyelids, he saw it:

A dome of shimmering force surrounding the planet.



An invisible barrier forged from life itself.

Not a metaphor.

A literal weaving of souls into protection.

The shield wouldn’t just stop armies.

It would stop fate.

It would stop the Game.

He sat up abruptly, breath sharp, heart racing.

The idea felt brilliant.

Necessary.

Cruel.

Perfect.

His hands trembled slightly as he touched his own chest, feeling the violent thump of his heart.
A mortal heart.

Fragile.

Temporary.

His eyes narrowed.

He did not intend to lose.

Not because he wanted everything.

Because he refused to be reduced.

He refused to die in some meaningless field while other siblings laughed and called it sport.
He would win.

And if winning required him to turn the world into a fortress built on sacrifice...
then so be it.

#7 looked toward the sleeping village, toward the children curled up beside fires, faces soft with
peace.



They had no idea.

They thought he was a savior.

He almost laughed.

Saviors were just monsters with better timing.
He stood and stepped outside.

The forest was quiet. The stars were hidden by the canopy, but #7 could still feel them
above—watching, waiting.

He raised his hand toward the sky.

Nothing happened.

No divine light.

No cosmic command.

Just a mortal hand in the dark.

His jaw tightened.

One had stripped them of power.

But One hadn'’t stripped them of will.

And will was enough to make mortals do terrible things.

#7 lowered his hand slowly and whispered to the night, as if swearing an oath to the world itself.
“I will build my shield.”

His eyes hardened.

“No matter the cost.”

And in the distance—far beyond this forest, far beyond this planet—

a star system designed for slaughter turned steadily toward war.



CHAPTER 5 — The One Who Arrived
Laughing
#8 didn't fall.

He arrived.

One breath the sky was empty—blue-black and vast, hanging over an ocean that stretched to
the edge of the world like polished obsidian—

and the next, the clouds split apart as if the atmosphere itself had been cut open.
Light poured through in a single, blinding column.

And within it, a figure descended.

Not tumbling.

Not flailing.

Not scrambling for balance like the others had, choking and coughing and rediscovering
weakness like it was a curse.

#8 came down as if gravity was an audience.
His boots touched the sand without sinking.
His knees didn’t bend.

His body accepted the world with the calm arrogance of something that believed the world was
lucky to have him.

For several seconds, he stood still.

Wind snapped at his cloak. Salt stung his lips. The sun burned down with a heat that would
have blistered mortal skin in minutes.

And then—
he laughed.

It was sharp and bright and human, the sound of someone entertained by the cruelty of fate
rather than broken by it.

A laugh that said:



So this is it.

His stomach twisted with hunger, sudden and ugly.

His lungs pulled in air as if desperate to prove they mattered.
His heart hammered, fast and violent, a drumline of mortality pounding against his ribs.
#8 placed a hand on his chest and felt the rhythm.

He smiled wider.

“So it's real,” he murmured. “I bleed now.”

The words weren’t spoken in fear.

They were spoken in appreciation.

He turned his gaze outward.

His world was beautiful.

An archipelago of islands scattered across a wide, endless sea. White cliffs rose like teeth.
Forests clung to the slopes of distant mountains, their greens deep and shadowed. The sky was
open and mercilessly clear, and the sun shone like a god that didn’t recognize him.

For a moment, #8 simply stood and watched the waves.
It would have been peaceful.
If not for the smoke.

Across the water, on the nearest island, dark plumes rose into the sky—columns of ash that
curled like fingers. He could hear faint screams carried by the wind. The sound of metal striking
metal. The crack of fire consuming wood.

His world had already been wounded.
Good.

A clean world was boring.

A wounded world had leverage.

#8 began walking.

His boots left deep prints in the sand. The heat pressed into his skin, drawing sweat
immediately, slicking the back of his neck.



He hated it.

And he loved it.

Because discomfort was proof that the game mattered.

Proof that the board had teeth.

He stepped into the water and flinched at the cold shock against his legs.
The ocean didn’t care about him either.

Perfect.

He swam.

Not gracefully.

Not elegantly.

He swam like a man forced to remember that his body was not infinite.

By the time he dragged himself onto the rocky shoreline of the nearest island, his shoulders
burned and his lungs screamed for air.

He lay there for a moment, face pressed to wet stone, coughing saltwater.
Then he laughed again.

“What a wonderful insult,” he whispered, voice rough. “A god made to swim.”
He pushed himself to his feet and stalked into the trees.

The forest was sparse here—wind-bent pines and sharp, thorny brush. The smell of smoke
grew thicker the closer he got to the settlement.

When he reached the edge of the village, he saw why it burned.
Men were dragging bodies through the streets.

Not dead bodies.

Living ones.

Children clutched in dirty hands. Women kicking and screaming. Old men beaten to their knees.



Soldiers in black armor moved like wolves through the firelight, their blades red with fresh blood.
Their banners bore a symbol painted in white: a circle split down the center, one half sun, one
half shadow.

A kingdom already existed here.

It just wasn’t the right one.

A man stood at the center of it all, shouting orders.

Broad shoulders. Heavy armor. A crown of bone set into his helmet like a mockery of royalty.
He pointed toward a burning house.

“Take everything,” he commanded. “If they resist—kill them.”
The soldiers obeyed immediately.

No hesitation.

No humanity.

Just efficiency.

#8 watched for a long moment.

Then he stepped forward into the open street.

The heat of the flames kissed his face. Smoke stung his eyes.
A soldier saw him first.

‘WHO—"

Before the soldier could finish speaking, #8 crossed the distance in three quick strides and
drove his fist into the man’s throat.

Not a divine strike.

A mortal one.

Hard, brutal, bone-crushing.

The soldier dropped, gagging and clutching at his neck.
#8 stood over him, breathing heavily.

His knuckles hurt.



He stared at his hand in mild surprise, then flexed his fingers.

Pain.

He grinned.

He lifted his foot and stomped down on the soldier’s wrist until it snapped.
The scream that followed was pure music.

Heads turned.

Weapons lifted.

The village froze in a single unified moment of confusion.

The bone-crowned commander stared at #8 like he couldn’t decide if he was a threat or a
miracle.

“What are you?” the commander demanded.
#8 smiled politely.

“A correction,” he said.

Then he walked forward.

Two soldiers rushed him at once.

One swung an axe at his head.

#8 ducked—barely—feeling the blade whistle past his scalp, close enough to cut a few strands
of hair. Adrenaline surged through him like fire.

He caught the second soldier’s spear, yanked it forward, and drove his knee into the man’s ribs.
He felt cartilage collapse.

He heard the wet gasp.

Then he spun, grabbed the axe-handle mid-swing, and ripped it from the first soldier’s hands.
The weapon was heavy.

His arms burned.

His lungs screamed.



But his grin never faded.

He swung the axe backhanded, slamming it into the soldier’s jaw with a dull crack.
Teeth scattered across the dirt.

Blood sprayed his cheek—warm, bright, alive.

#8 stood in the center of the street, surrounded by firelight and bodies, breathing like a beast.
Several soldiers hesitated.

#8 looked around slowly, eyes shining.

“You’re scared,” he said softly. “Good.”

Then he pointed the axe toward the bone-crowned commander.

“And you,” #8 added, voice sharpening, “are sitting on my throne.”

The commander barked a laugh. “Your throne?”

“Yes,” #8 replied calmly. “Mine.”

The commander drew his sword.

It was a crude thing, blackened steel etched with runes meant to intimidate peasants.
#8 tossed the axe aside like it was nothing and spread his hands.

“‘Come,” he said.

The commander charged.

Fast.

Stronger than he looked.

His sword swung down toward #8’s neck with intent to behead.

#8 stepped aside and slammed his palm into the commander’s elbow.

The strike knocked the arm wide.

The sword missed.

#8 grabbed the commander by the collar, yanked him close, and drove his forehead into the
man’s face.



The impact sent pain exploding across #8’s skull.

His vision flashed white for a second.

He staggered back, laughing even harder.

“Yes!” he hissed, wiping blood from his brow. “Yes, this is real!”

The commander stumbled, nose broken, eyes wild.

He swung again.

This time #8 didn’t dodge.

He caught the blade with both hands.

Steel bit into his palms.

Blood spilled instantly.

The pain was sharp and furious.

#8's eyes widened.

Then he leaned forward slowly, his face inches from the commander’s.
“You thought,” #8 whispered, voice trembling with delight, “that pain would stop me.”
He twisted.

The sword snapped.

The commander’s eyes went wide.

#8 drove the broken blade into the man’s thigh, pinning him to the dirt.
The commander screamed.

#8 crouched, gripping the man’s jaw.

“You took their children,” he murmured, nodding toward the villagers in the corners—shaking,
bleeding, clutching one another.

The commander’s breath came in desperate gasps. “They’re... property.”
#8 smiled sweetly.

“No,” he said. “They’re currency.”



He stood, lifted his foot, and crushed the commander’s kneecap with one violent stomp.
The scream that followed was primal.

Then #8 turned toward the soldiers.

They stood frozen, weapons raised but hands trembling.

“You have two choices,” #8 said calmly. “You kneel... or you burn.”

Silence.

One soldier dropped his weapon.

Then another.

Then a third.

Finally, they fell to their knees, heads bowed, terrified and desperate to survive.
The villagers stared, stunned.

A woman clutched her child tighter, eyes wide with trembling hope.

#8 walked toward them, slow, measured.

He lowered himself onto one knee so he was eye level with the nearest child.
The child stared at him, snot on their lip, face smudged with soot.

“What's your name?” #8 asked gently.

The child blinked.

“E... Elan,” the child whispered.

#8 nodded as if that mattered more than prophecy.

“Elan,” he repeated. “Good. Remember this day.”

He stood and looked over the villagers.

“My name,” he announced, voice ringing through the smoke and flame, “is your salvation.”
He spread his arms wide.

“I will give you safety.”



He smiled, and his eyes gleamed like a blade.
“I will give you order.”

His gaze darkened.

“And | will give you victory.”

The villagers stared, caught between terror and awe.
Because they could feel it.

This man was not a normal conqueror.

He was something sharper.

Something born from war.

#8 turned back toward the kneeling soldiers.
“You,” he commanded, “will rebuild this village.”
They flinched but nodded.

“And you,” he added, pointing toward the surviving villagers, “will tell every island, every harbor,
every kingdom on this world...”

He paused, savoring the moment.

“That | have arrived.”

His smile widened.

“And that the sea now belongs to me.”

Above them, the smoke drifted upward into the indifferent sky.

And deep within #8'’s chest, his heart beat like a drum calling the world to war.

He looked out toward the ocean, toward the horizon where unseen continents waited.
Somewhere out there, his siblings were building armies.

Somewhere out there, mortals were being sharpened into weapons.

#8’s hands still bled from the sword.

The blood ran down his wrists, warm and real.



He watched it drip into the dirt.

Then he whispered, so softly that only the fire could hear him:
“Let them come.”

And for the first time since the Games began, the universe felt it:
A tyrant had found joy in mortality.

And nothing was more dangerous than a god who loved to bleed.

CHAPTER 6 — The Wildcards’ Smile

There was a place between worlds where sound didn’t travel the way it should.
Not because it was silent—
but because silence was chosen there.

A pocket of space folded behind the star system like a shadow tucked beneath a door. It wasn'’t
a planet. It wasn’t a ship. It wasn’t even truly a location. It was a loophole—an edge of reality
that the Players couldn’t access, but the Wildcards could slip into as easily as stepping into a
darker corner of a room.

Because the rules did not bind them.
And where rules did not bind, intention could sharpen into cruelty without consequence.

#9 watched the star system from this hidden place as if it were a crystal sphere in the hands of
a bored sorcerer.

Eight worlds spun in perfect order. The central sun pulsed steadily. The planets, still young, still
innocent, turned like coins awaiting a decision of heads or tails.

It would have been beautiful—

if he hadn’t known what they were built for.



#9 stood with his hands behind his back, his posture calm, elegant, as if he were attending a
quiet ceremony rather than observing the beginning of a massacre. He wore no crown, no
armor, no banner. He didn’t need them.

His power wasn'’t the kind that demanded to be seen.
His power preferred to move unseen.

Beside him, #6 sat on the air itself as if gravity was a suggestion meant for lesser beings. One
leg dangled off nothingness, boot swinging lazily, while his eyes remained fixed on the worlds
with the gleam of a man watching sparks drift toward spilled oil.

#3 lingered in the distance, half in shadow, half in light, as if uncertain which side of himself he
wanted the universe to remember.

#6 clicked his tongue.

“I love this part,” he said, voice bright with amusement. “When they land and realize they can
actually hurt.”

#9 didn’t look at him. “You love the suffering.”

#6 grinned. “You say that like it's a flaw.”

#9's gaze remained forward, unblinking. “It is. But it's useful.”
#6 leaned back further, hands behind his head.

On the nearest world, smoke rose from a coastal settlement. Tiny figures ran like insects in
panic.

#8 was there.

#9 watched him move through the burning streets, watched him break a soldier’s throat with his
bare hands, watched him smile through blood and pain like it was holy.

Something in #9’s expression shifted.

Not horror.

Recognition.

“He’s enjoying it,” #6 said, almost lovingly.
“He always would,” #9 replied.

#6 laughed. “A tyrant stripped of divinity is still a tyrant.”



#9's eyes narrowed slightly.

“He’s not stripped,” #9 corrected.

#6’s boot stopped swinging. “What?”

#9 lifted a hand and gestured toward the space above the star system.
They couldn’t see One.

But they could feel him.

A presence suspended over the worlds like an invisible ceiling, a weight pressing down on
reality itself. The Overseer. Watching. Listening. Ensuring the rules held.

And yet—

#9 could feel the edges of those rules.

He could feel the seams.

Rules were never perfect.

Rules were agreements.

And agreements could be broken.

“He’s restrained,” #9 said, voice calm as poison. “But the moment One is blinded...”
#6’s grin widened slowly. “Ah.”

#3 shifted in the shadow, voice low. “You’re serious.”

#9 finally turned his head and looked directly at #3.

“There is no point to a game if you can’t change the outcome,” #9 said.

#3’s jaw tightened. “The outcome is supposed to be decided by conquest. By the Players.”
#9’s eyes glinted. “Supposed to be.”

#6 clapped softly.

“Oh, this is going to be fun.”

#9 returned his gaze to the system.



In the distance, he could sense #4 moving among mortals—cautious, gentle. He could sense #5
building something sturdy and disciplined. He could sense #7 laying foundations for something
darker than war.

And he could sense #2...

No.

Not sense.

Feel.

Like a black hole at the edge of thought.
#2 wasn’t on a world as a ruler.

#2 wasn’t moving armies.

#2 wasn’t playing.

But #9 knew power when it hid itself.
And #2’s absence wasn't a retreat.

It was a choice.

A refusal.

Refusal was dangerous.

Refusal meant morality.

Morality made things unpredictable.
#9 exhaled slowly through his nose.
He didn’t like unpredictable.

That was why he would win.

Not through strength.

Through certainty.

#6 leaned forward, eyes bright. “So what'’s the plan, sorcerer?”

#9's lips curved faintly.



“l blind One.”
#3 stiffened. “You can’t blind the Overseer.”
#9 looked at him with calm impatience.

“Do you know what oversight is?” #9 asked. “It's sight. It's awareness. It's the ability to witness
everything at once.”

#3 didn’'t answer.
#9 continued, voice almost gentle.

“Which means the Overseer relies on a structure. A tether. A thread connecting him to each
world.”

#6’s smile widened. “A thread you can cut.”

#9 nodded once.

“Not cut,” he corrected. “Twist.”

#6 laughed. “That’s worse.”

#9's gaze sharpened. “Yes.”

#3 stepped closer, shadows clinging to his shoulders. “And what happens when you do?”
#9 turned back toward the star system. “Then the game becomes honest.”

#6 snorted. “Honest?”

#9’s voice softened, almost reverent.

“Gods pretending to be mortals is not honesty,” he said. “It's theater. A lesson. One is teaching
them humility.”

His eyes narrowed.

“But I'm not interested in humility.”

#9 lifted his hand, fingers spreading in slow, deliberate motion.
And the air in front of him trembled.

Not with fire.

With language.



Old symbols began forming in the void—sigils made of thin, glowing lines that twisted like living
constellations. Each mark looked like a star attempting to become a word, and each word
looked like a wound reality hadn’t decided how to heal.

#6 watched with a kind of delighted hunger.

“You’ve been preparing,” he murmured.

#9 didn’t deny it.

“I was created for this,” #9 said softly. “Not the game. Not the conquest.”
His eyes gleamed like knives.

“The breaking.”

#3’s voice was quiet. “If One is blinded... then everyone regains their godlike power.”
#9 smiled. “Yes.”

#6 let out a low whistle. “That’s going to turn these worlds into graves.”
#9’s gaze remained fixed on the rotating planets.

“Mortals have always been graves,” he replied. “They just didn’t know it.”
#3 stared at him, tension thick in his posture. “Why would you do this?”
#9's expression didn’t change.

“Because | refuse to lose,” he said.

The words were simple.

And that simplicity was what made them terrifying.

A god admitting what mortals spent their whole lives trying to hide.

#6 stood, stretching as if waking from a nap.

“Well,” he said brightly. “If we’re going to turn this into a true slaughter, | want front-row seats.”
#9 glanced at him. “You're eager.”

#6 shrugged. “It’'s called being honest.”

#3’s voice came again, lower this time. “And what do we do after One is blinded?”



#9's smile widened by a fraction.
“Then we choose who lives long enough to matter.”
He gestured toward the star system.

“#8 will rise fast,” he said. “He already has the hunger. He already has the cruelty. He will build a
war machine in weeks.”

#6 chuckled. “He’s fun.”
“He’s predictable,” #9 corrected.

Then his gaze shifted toward the farthest world, where #5’s discipline was taking root like a
fortress being built from breath and oath.

“#5 is resilient,” #9 said. “Too honorable to retreat. Too proud to kneel.”
His eyes moved again, toward #4’s world.

“‘And #4...” #9 murmured.

Something colder entered his voice.

“#4 is dangerous.”

#6 raised a brow. “Because she’s strong?”

#9’s gaze sharpened.

“Because she still believes there’s a way to win without becoming a monster.”
#6 laughed again. “She’ll learn.”

#9 didn’t smile this time.

“No,” he said. “She’ll break.”

He lowered his hand.

The glowing sigils faded into the void, but the shapes remained burned into the air for a
heartbeat longer, as if reality itself didn’t want to forget them.

Then #9 spoke, and the tone of his voice changed.
This wasn’t planning anymore.

This was ritual.



“Not yet,” he whispered. “Not until they have something to lose.”

#6 tilted his head, intrigued. “What do you mean?”

#9’s eyes stayed on #2’s unseen presence at the edge of the game.
“When the strongest among us chooses love,” #9 said softly, “the board becomes fragile.”
#6’s grin returned, slow and wicked.

“Oh,” he breathed. “You want them attached.”

#9 nodded.

“You can’t hurt a god with blades,” he said. “But you can hurt them with names.”
#3 stared at him, breath caught in his throat.

“That’s cruel.”

#9’s gaze finally met #3’s again.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Then he turned back to the star system and watched the worlds spin.
Watched mortals swear loyalty to gods who didn’t deserve it.
Watched children laugh in villages that would soon be ash.

Watched empires rise as if the universe wasn’t waiting to bury them.
And somewhere, far above all of it, unseen and unwavering—

One continued to oversee.

For now.

#9's lips curved into a smile so slight it was almost invisible.

But it held the promise of catastrophe.

“Soon,” he whispered.

And the Wildcards, unbound by rules, watched the game transform into something it had never
been before:

Not a test.



Not a lesson.
A slaughter.

And in the hidden dark between worlds, the first true betrayal of the cosmos was born—quietly,
patiently, as all devastating things were.

CHAPTER 7 — The Man Who Refused

#2’s hands smelled like bread.
Not because he wanted them to.
Because the world insisted.

Flour clung beneath his nails, white and stubborn. It settled into the lines of his knuckles the way
time settled into stone—quiet, permanent, impossible to brush away completely. He had washed
twice already, scrubbing until his skin stung, until the water ran clear, until the bowl he used
looked like it had never held a trace of his small domestic effort.

Still, the scent remained.

Warm grain. Firewood. The soft sweetness of something made by human hands for human
mouths.

He stood in the doorway of his home and stared down at his palms as if they belonged to
someone else.

They weren’t the hands of a cosmic entity.

They were hands that could blister on a hot pan.
Hands that could shake when tired.

Hands that could bleed when cut.

He flexed his fingers slowly.

The sensation was... strange.



Not shame.

Not disgust.

Something far worse.

Attachment.

Behind him, the small house was alive with ordinary sound.

A pot simmered over the hearth. Wind pushed lightly at the shutters. Somewhere deeper inside,
a child laughed—nhigh and bright, the kind of laughter that made even cold rooms feel warmer.

#2 held his breath for a moment.

Laughter, he’d learned, was dangerous.

It made you forget the universe could take everything.

A voice drifted from the other room, gentle and edged with humor.
“Are you going to stand there forever?”

He turned.

His wife leaned against the doorway leading into the kitchen, one hand braced on her hip. Her
hair was loose, a little messy from the morning. Her eyes were sharp enough to cut through
silence, and the faint smile on her mouth didn’t soften the fact that she’d been watching him for
far too long.

In another life, #2 could have read fate like ink. He could have seen a thousand endings and
chosen the cleanest one.

Here, in this mortal home, his wife didn’t need prophecy.
She had him.

And she could feel something was wrong.

#2 offered a small smile. “Just thinking.”

Her brow rose. “That’'s new.”

He exhaled a quiet laugh.

She stepped closer, her presence filling the space like sunlight through an open window. She
reached for his hands and took them in hers without hesitation, as if touching him was the most
natural thing in existence.



Her palms were warm.

His were cold.

Always cold lately.

She rubbed her thumb over the rough skin at the base of his fingers.
“You’re not here,” she said softly.

#2's smile faded.

“'m here.”

She shook her head once. “Your body is. Your eyes aren’t.”

He didn’t answer.

Because if he answered honestly, the truth would spill out like black water and drown them both.
A small patter of feet approached.

Their child came charging into the room, holding a wooden carving—some clumsy little animal
that looked more like a lump than anything alive. The child’s cheeks were red from running, hair
sticking up in ridiculous directions.

“Father!” the child shouted proudly, raising the carving as if it were a sacred relic. “Look! | made
it!”

#2's chest tightened.

Father.

The word still felt like it didn’t belong to him.

Like someone had placed it on his shoulders without warning and expected him to carry it.

But when the child looked at him like that—eyes wide and shining, waiting for approval—#2 felt
the strangest thing flood his body.

Not power.
Not dominion.
Love.

It was not gentle.



It was violent.

It hit him like a weapon.

Because love didn’t come alone.

Love came with a shadow.

Fear.

Fear of losing.

Fear of failing.

Fear of not being enough.

#2 crouched and took the carving carefully, as if it might break in his hands.
“It's perfect,” he said.

The child beamed. “Really?”

“Yes,” #2 whispered.

The child threw their arms around his neck, small and fierce.
#2's eyes closed for a moment.

The child’s body was warm against him. Alive. Fragile. Real.
He held them a little too tightly.

His wife watched them, her expression softening only slightly.

This was the part of him she loved most—the part that tried, even when it didn’t know how to be
human.

But she could still feel the storm underneath.

The distant thunder of something he wasn’t saying.

Later, after the sun had moved and the day had begun to dim, #2 walked alone beyond the
village.



The fields stretched wide and golden, swaying gently under the wind. A river cut through the
valley like a vein of silver. Somewhere in the distance, a flock of birds took off in a sudden burst,
their wings flashing like sparks.

Beautiful.

Ordinary.

The kind of beauty mortals fought wars just to keep.

#2 stood at the edge of the river and stared into the water.

His reflection stared back.

A man'’s face.

Not a god’s.

No cosmic fire behind the eyes.

No divinity spilling from his skin.

Just a tired-looking man with shadows under his eyes and hands that smelled like bread.
He should have felt relief.

He had chosen this life.

He had refused the game.

He had refused One’s cruelty.

And yet...

his chest felt heavy.

Because refusing didn’t mean escaping.

Refusing just meant waiting for the consequences to find you anyway.

His fingers flexed at his side, and space seemed to shiver in response—not because he had
power here, but because power still remembered him.

The spaces Inbetween Time always remembered.
Toji was not at his hip.

It was not on his back.



It was not hidden beneath his clothes.

It wasn’t even here—

and yet he could feel it.

A darkness folded into the seams of reality, waiting for him to call it.
Waiting for him to become what he had tried so desperately not to be.
He didn’t reach for it.

He turned away from the river.

And then he stopped.

Because the air shifted.

The world... paused.

Not visibly.

Not dramatically.

Just enough that the hairs on his arms rose and his breath caught.

A presence.

Not mortal.

Not human.

A familiar weight, pressing into the edges of the world like an old memory refusing to fade.
#2’'s gaze lifted slowly toward the tree line.

A figure stood there—far enough that the shadows hid details, close enough that #2 felt the truth
in his bones.

A Player.

One of his siblings.

Watching.

For a second, his body went cold.

Not from fear of death.



From fear of what their presence meant.
Because the game was not supposed to touch him.
He wasn’t part of it.

He had chosen love.

He had chosen quiet.

But the universe didn’t care what he chose.
The universe only cared what it demanded.
The figure stepped forward into the fading light.
#4.

She looked smaller than he remembered.

Not weaker.

Just... human.

Her hair was wind-touched, her clothes dusty from travel, her eyes tired in a way gods were
never supposed to be.

And yet, when she saw him, something in her expression softened.
Recognition.

Relief.

As if seeing him meant there was still something good left in the universe.
#2 didn’t move.

He couldn't.

Because if he moved closer, if he spoke, if he let the game touch him...
he might never be able to pull away again.

#4 stopped a few paces away.

She didn’t smile.

She didn’t bow.



She didn’t pretend they were anything but what they were.
Two beings made for eternity, forced into flesh.

“I found you,” she said quietly.

Her voice carried something gentle in it.
Something honest.

#2’s jaw tightened. “You shouldn’t have.”
#4’s gaze held his. “| wasn’t looking for you.”
That made his stomach twist.

“Then why are you here?”

#4 hesitated.

For the first time, he saw fear in her eyes.
Not fear of dying.

Fear of losing herself.

Fear of what this game would turn her into.
‘I needed to see something,” she said.

“And what did you see?” #2 asked, voice sharper than he intended.

#4's eyes flickered toward the village in the distance, toward the faint curl of smoke from
chimneys, toward the sound of life continuing.

‘| saw that you chose them,” she whispered.
The words were heavy.

Not accusation.

Not admiration.

A fact.

A truth with consequences.

#2 swallowed.



“Yes,” he said, almost bitterly. “And | intend to keep choosing them.”

#4's eyes shone.

“Then you understand what the game really is,” she said.

#2's hands curled into fists.

“I understood before it began.”

He stepped closer, the distance between them narrowing like a blade sliding into place.
“You know why One made this system?” #2 demanded quietly. “It's not to crown a victor.”
#4 didn’t answer.

#2's voice dropped.

“It's to prove a point,” he said. “To watch us break. To watch us become monsters. To see who is
willing to kill what they love just to keep power.”

#4’s throat moved as she swallowed.

“I don’t want to play,” she whispered.
#2's eyes darkened.

“None of us do,” he said.

Then his gaze softened—just a fraction.
“Not once it becomes real.”

For a moment, the two of them stood in silence, the wind moving between them like a living
thing.

#4’s voice was barely audible.

‘I don’t know what to do.”

#2 almost laughed.

Because that was the cruelest part.

The gods had never had to ask that question before.

The answer had always been power.



Take. Win. Conquer.

But now there were children.
Now there were names.
Now there were faces.

Now there were lives that could end because of a choice made by someone who used to
gamble galaxies for sport.

#2 looked back toward his home.

Toward the light in the window.

Toward his wife’s silhouette moving in the kitchen.

Toward the sound of his child’s laughter drifting faintly on the air.
Something inside him cracked.

Not visibly.

Not dramatically.

But enough.

“You leave,” he said to #4, voice tight. “You go back to your world.”
#4 stared at him. “And you?”

#2's jaw clenched.

“| stay,” he said. “Because I've already found something worth losing everything for.”
#4’s eyes widened slightly.

And in that moment, she understood.

The stakes weren’t the universe.

The stakes weren’t dominion.

The stakes weren’'t omnipotence.

The stakes were smaller.

And because they were smaller...



they were crueler.

Because you could look them in the eyes before they died.
#4’s voice trembled, just barely.

“They’ll come,” she whispered. “The others. They'll find you eventually.”
#2’s gaze hardened.

“Let them try.”

#4 took a slow breath.

Then she nodded.

Not in agreement.

In grief.

“I'm sorry,” she said.

#2 held her gaze.

“l know,” he answered.

And as #4 turned and disappeared back into the trees, #2 stood alone beside the river, the
evening sky deepening into night.

His chest felt tight.

His hands felt wrong.

His heart beat too loudly.

He had believed choosing a human life would make him free.

But freedom wasn’t what he’d found.

He’d found something worse.

Something that could be taken.

He walked back toward home with the weight of the universe pressing against his spine.
And when he stepped inside, his wife looked up from the table and froze.

Because she could see it in his eyes.



Something had shifted.

Something had gotten closer.

She set down the cup in her hands.

“Who was here?” she asked quietly.

#2 didn’t answer at first.

He stared at his child, asleep by the fire, little chest rising and falling.
Then he looked at his wife.

And the words finally rose, heavy as planets.

“I need to tell you something,” he said.

His wife’s expression tightened.

“What is it?”

#2 opened his mouth.

And for the first time in his endless existence...
he was afraid of speaking.

Because once the truth had a name...

it could never be taken back.

CHAPTER 8 — The Truth With Teeth

The fire had burned low by the time the words finally came.

Orange embers glowed beneath the logs, pulsing softly like a slow heart, throwing long
shadows across the room. The little house was quiet in the way homes became quiet when the
day was done—when exhaustion settled into the walls and the world outside stopped

demanding to be answered.



Their child slept curled on a small bed of blankets near the hearth, one hand tucked under their
cheek, mouth slightly open. Each breath was steady. Each breath was a miracle #2 still didn’t
understand how to deserve.

His wife sat at the table with a bowl of water in front of her and a cloth in her hands, cleaning a
knife that didn’t need cleaning. It was something to do. Something repetitive. Something small
enough to keep her thoughts from running too fast.

But her eyes kept flicking to him.
Watching.
Measuring.

#2 stood near the doorway, not sitting, not moving, as if being still could keep the universe from
remembering he existed.

His hands were clenched so tightly his knuckles had gone white.
His wife finally set the knife down.

The sound of metal against wood was too loud in the silence.
She didn’t raise her voice when she spoke.

That was worse.

“You said you needed to tell me something,” she said.

#2 swallowed.

His throat felt dry, tight, as if his body itself was trying to keep him from speaking.
He looked at their child.

Then back at her.

“I'm not who you think | am,” he said.

His wife’s expression didn’t change. She only leaned back slightly, arms folding across her
chest, chin lifting in quiet challenge.

“I know,” she replied.
The words hit him harder than any blade.

#2 blinked once. “You... know?”



‘I don’t know what you are,” she corrected calmly. “But | know you aren’t a farmer. | know you
aren’t just a man who wandered into my life with tired eyes and too many silences.”

Her gaze sharpened.

“You flinch like you’re waiting for something to strike you,” she continued. “You stare at the sky
like it owes you answers. You disappear into your own head for hours, then come back like
you’ve crossed an ocean.”

She leaned forward slightly.

“And you carry yourself like you've been alone longer than anyone should be allowed to live.”
#2's chest tightened.

His wife was mortal.

Yet she saw him with terrifying clarity.

#2 stepped forward, slowly, as if his body were moving through water.
“I didn’t mean for this,” he said quietly.

His wife’s eyes flicked toward the sleeping child.

“Neither did I,” she said. “And yet here we are.”

Her voice softened for a fraction. Not forgiving—just honest.

“So tell me,” she whispered. “What’s haunting you?”

#2 opened his mouth.

No words came.

He had spoken cosmic law into being. He had carried darkness like an inheritance. He had
stood at the edge of creation and felt nothing.

But now—

now his tongue felt heavy.
Because this truth wasn’t abstract.
It was personal.

It had names.



It had faces.

It had a child asleep by the fire.

He forced himself to speak anyway.

“There’s a... war,” he said.

His wife blinked slowly.

“A war?” she repeated, as if tasting the word.

#2 nodded once, his jaw tight. “A war that doesn’t belong to mortals.”
Her brow furrowed. “Then why are you afraid?”

#2's lips parted.

For a second, he looked like he might laugh.

Instead, his eyes glistened.

“Because mortals are the ones who die in it,” he whispered.

His wife stared at him, breath catching slightly.

#2 took another step forward, then stopped at the edge of the table, as if the distance between
them was the last fragile barrier keeping him from breaking.

“I come from...” He swallowed. “I come from a place older than this world.”
His wife’s hands tightened around the cloth.

“Older than the valley?” she asked.

#2 shook his head.

“Older than your sun,” he said softly. “Older than the language you speak. Older than the idea of
kings.”

Her face paled slightly.
But she didn’t pull away.
That was the most terrifying thing of all.

She stayed.



#2’s voice dropped, raw.
“There are others like me,” he said. “Eight of them in this system.”
His wife stared at him. “Eight?”

#2's gaze flicked toward the ceiling as if he could see through it—through the night
sky—through the worlds spinning beyond mortal sight.

“They call it a game,” he whispered.

His wife’s expression hardened.

‘A game?”

#2 nodded again.

“A contest,” he said. “A wager. A cruelty dressed in rules.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, his breathing uneven.

“They used to play for galaxies,” he continued. “For dominions. For pieces of existence.”
His wife stared at him like she didn’t know whether to believe him or slap him.

Then she whispered, “And now?”

#2 opened his eyes.

“‘Now they play for everything.”

Silence thickened.

The child shifted in sleep, rolling over. A small sigh escaped them.

#2's chest tightened at the sound.

His wife’s voice was sharper now, more grounded, like she was dragging him down into reality.
“What does that have to do with us?”

#2 didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at his wife—at the faint line between her brows, at the tiredness in her eyes, at the
way she’d aged slightly since the first time he’d seen her smile.

Then he whispered the words he had been terrified to admit.



“It has everything to do with you.”
His wife froze.
#2’s voice began to fracture, the calm control cracking at the edges.

“There’s a being,” he said, “who oversees the game. The one who made the star system. He'’s
called One.”

His wife’s gaze flicked to the dark window as if expecting someone to be there.

“And he made rules,” #2 continued. “Rules meant to bind the others. To strip them of their
immortality. To force them to play as mortals.”

His wife’s voice was quiet. “That sounds... merciful.”
#2’s laugh came out bitter, almost broken.

“It's not mercy,” he whispered. “It's exposure.”

His hands trembled. He didn’t try to stop it.

“It forces them to remember what it means to be weak,” he said. “To feel hunger. To feel pain. To
bleed.”

His wife swallowed.

“And you?” she asked. “Are you part of this?”
#2's eyes snapped to hers.

“No,” he said quickly. “No, | refused.”

His wife’s shoulders loosened a fraction.

But #2 didn’t stop.

“I refused because | knew what it would become,” he whispered. “I knew what it would do to
them.”

His voice thickened.
“And | refused because | didn’t want to hurt anyone.”
His wife stared at him.

“You?” she said softly. “Hurt anyone?”



#2's throat tightened.
He looked away.

Because there were some things even gods could not bear to confess in front of someone they
loved.

His wife stood.

The chair scraped against the floor, sharp and ugly.

She crossed the room and stopped a few feet from him.

Then she reached up and touched his face gently, forcing him to look at her.
“Tell me the truth,” she said.

#2's eyes widened.

He inhaled.

And for a moment, he looked like a man standing on the edge of a cliff.
Then he broke.

“I'm afraid,” he whispered.

The words were small.

Human.

His wife’s eyes softened, but her voice remained firm.

“Of what?”

#2's breath shook.

“Of them finding us,” he said.

His wife’s fingers tightened against his cheek.

“Who?” she demanded.

#2 swallowed hard.

“My siblings,” he said, voice cracking. “The ones playing their game.”

His wife stared at him.



“My husband,” she whispered slowly, “what are you?”
#2's lips parted.

His eyes slid toward the corner of the room where darkness gathered thickest—where the
shadows looked just a little too deep, as if the world itself was holding its breath.

He didn’t summon anything.

But his wife noticed the shift anyway.

Because the shadows... responded to him.

They leaned.

They listened.

#2’s voice dropped to something almost inaudible.

‘I am Number Two,” he said.

His wife’s hand fell away from his face.

The room felt colder instantly, as if the fire had dimmed in fear.
She took a step back, her mouth slightly open.

“‘Number Two,” she repeated, the words unfamiliar and terrifying.
#2 nodded once.

“I was made of darkness,” he whispered. “Of the void between stars. Of the silence before
creation learned how to breathe.”

His wife’s voice trembled. “That’s impossible.”

#2's eyes glittered.

“l wish it were,” he said.

He took a step closer, reaching for her hands, but she backed away again, shaking her head.
“Stop,” she whispered.

#2 froze.

His hands hovered in the air, empty.



His wife’s eyes darted to their child, asleep by the fire.

Then back to him.

“You’ve been lying to me,” she said.

#2's jaw clenched. “I've been protecting you.”

“By lying?” she snapped, voice suddenly sharp, louder than she meant it.
Their child stirred slightly in sleep.

Her voice dropped again, frantic now.

“You didn’t think | deserved to know?”

#2's eyes flashed—pain, guilt, fear.

“I didn’t want to put this on you,” he whispered fiercely. “I didn’t want you to carry the weight of
my existence.”

His wife’s laugh came out harsh and wet.

“You put it on me the moment you married me,” she said. “You put it on me the moment you
held our child and promised you’d be here.”

#2's throat tightened.
She stepped closer now, anger trembling through her like lightning.

“Do you know what it feels like,” she whispered, “to watch the man you love disappear into a
storm you won’t name?”

#2 flinched.

His wife’s eyes shone with tears she refused to let fall.

“I have been talking to a ghost,” she said. “A man who is here but not here.”
#2’'s breath came fast now, panicked.

“I'm trying,” he whispered.

His wife’s hands rose, palms open, trembling.

“Then try harder,” she hissed.

She swallowed, chest rising and falling.



“Tell me what’s coming,” she demanded. “Tell me what you're afraid of.”
#2 stared at her.

His eyes shifted again toward their child.

The fear inside him swelled into something unbearable.

He spoke like each word was glass.

“They will kill,” he whispered. “They will slaughter whole worlds if it means they get to keep what
they win.”

His wife’s lips parted.
“They’re gods,” she breathed. “And they Kill... people?”
#2's voice broke completely.

“Yes,” he choked. “Yes, they do. Because now those people have names. Faces. Mothers.
Children.”

His eyes widened, shining with something mortal and helpless.
“And that makes it worse,” he whispered.

His wife stared at him.

“What do you mean?”

#2's hands clenched.

“Because once you love something,” he said, voice shaking, “you will do anything to keep it
alive.”

He swallowed hard.

“And once you fear losing it...” His voice cracked. “You will become something unrecognizable.”
His wife’s breath caught.

#2 took a step forward.

“I never wanted to play,” he whispered. “I never wanted to be part of their cruelty.”

His voice lowered to a broken confession.

“| wanted this.”



He gestured weakly to the home. The fire. The table. The child.
“I wanted you,” he said.

His wife’s expression shattered.

Tears finally spilled down her cheeks.

“Then why are you acting like we’re already dead?” she whispered.
#2's chest heaved.

Because the answer was the cruelest truth of all.

Because he wasn'’t afraid of dying.

He was afraid of surviving without them.

He whispered, almost inaudible:

“Because | don’t know how to protect you from gods.”

The silence that followed was enormous.

His wife stood there shaking, tears falling freely now.

Then, slowly, she reached out and placed her hand on his chest, over his pounding heart.
It was racing.

Mortal.

Terrified.

She whispered, voice trembling:

“You're shaking.”

#2 closed his eyes.

The humiliation of it was unbearable.

And yet... her touch made it worse.

Because it made him want to live.

It made him want to fight.



His wife’s voice softened.

“Listen to me,” she whispered fiercely. “If they come... we run.”

#2 opened his eyes.

“No,” he said immediately.

His wife blinked. “What?”

#2’s gaze darkened.

“If we run,” he whispered, “we become prey.”

His wife stared at him, fear flaring again.

“What are you saying?”

#2’s jaw clenched.

He looked toward the corner of the room where shadows deepened, as if waiting.
“I'm saying,” he whispered, “that | have a blade.”

His wife’s eyes widened.

“A blade?”

#2 nodded once, barely.

“It's called Toji,” he said softly. “It rests in the spaces Inbetween Time.”
His wife’s voice shook. “And you can use it?”

#2 swallowed.

“l can,” he whispered.

His wife looked horrified.

“Then why haven’t you?” she demanded.

#2's voice broke again.

“Because if | take it,” he whispered, “| stop being a husband.”

He looked at her with raw despair.



‘I become what | was made to be.”
His wife stared at him for a long time.

Then she looked toward their child again—sleeping peacefully, unaware of the universe trying to
swallow them.

Her voice was barely audible.
“‘And if you don'’t take it...”
#2's eyes closed.

“They die,” he whispered.
The words crushed the room.

His wife covered her mouth with her hand to keep herself from making a sound that would wake
their child.

#2 stepped closer, trembling, and reached for her.

This time she didn’t pull away.

She let him hold her—both of them shaking silently in the dim light of the fire.
Two mortals in a house built on borrowed time.

A god made of darkness, clinging to love like it was the last light in the universe.
His wife whispered into his chest, voice breaking:

“l don’t want you to leave me.”

#2’s arms tightened around her.

‘I don’t want to,” he whispered back.

Outside, the night wind pressed against the walls.

And somewhere far beyond the stars...

the game continued.

Unaware.

Indifferent.



Hungry.

But in this small house, in this tiny pocket of fragile peace, the truth finally lived out loud:
The stakes were not dominion.

The stakes were not victory.

The stakes were a child’s breathing.

A wife’s heartbeat.

A home that could be burned to ash by beings who called slaughter a pastime.

And #2—who had been made of eternity—

held the only thing he had never known how to hold before:

Something he could lose.

CHAPTER 9 — The Weight of Mercy

The caravan moved at sunrise.
Not because dawn was hopeful.
Because daylight made it harder for predators to hide.

#4 walked beside the wagons with a quiet steadiness she didn’t feel inside. Her legs still ached
from the miles. Her shoulders burned from carrying supplies she never should’ve needed to
carry. Her stomach had learned hunger too well in too little time, and the dull ache returned
every few hours like a reminder carved into her ribs:

You are mortal. You are breakable. You are slow.
The first morning she’d walked with these people, she’d hated the weakness.
Now she hated something else more.

How quickly she was learning to accept it.



The grassland rolled out in every direction, wide and golden, interrupted only by distant hills and
the occasional skeletal tree. The wind never stopped here. It pressed against their clothes and
whispered through the tall grass like it was searching for something to devour.

A child ran past #4 with a small wooden toy in hand, laughing softly until their mother hissed
their name and pulled them close.

“No running too far,” the mother warned, eyes scanning the horizon. “Not anymore.”
The child pouted but nodded.

They had all learned caution.

Even the ones too young to understand why.

#4 watched their faces—tired, wary, hungry—and felt that strange tightening in her chest again.
It wasn’t divine responsibility, distant and theoretical.

It was personal.
Because she could smell their fear.
Because she could hear the subtle tremble in their breaths.

Because she could see the way the smallest noises made their hands drift toward weapons that
were more hope than defense.

She had sat beside their fires.
She had eaten their food.

She had listened to them speak about people they’d lost, about homes they no longer returned
to, about the way the world had become a place where you never slept deeply enough to
dream.

They weren't pieces.

They weren’t pawns.

They were lives.

And somehow that made the game feel even more obscene.

The older woman from the caravan—her name was Maren—walked beside #4 as they crested a
low hill.

Maren didn’t speak often, but her silence was never empty. It was the silence of a woman who
had survived long enough to learn that words didn’t stop arrows.



But today, she spoke.

“You walk like you’ve worn armor before,” Maren said.
#4 glanced at her. “Have 1?7

Maren nodded once. “Not on your body. In your eyes.”
#4 looked forward again, jaw tightening.

The caravan stretched behind them like a thin line of hope against a world that wanted them
erased. Wagons creaked. Horses snorted. A few guards marched on the edges, scanning the
grass for movement.

Every part of them was waiting for the next disaster.
#4 couldn’t blame them.
She could feel it too.

The air had changed over the last two days. The birds had gone quieter. The wind carried a
bitter scent—iron and smoke—like war creeping closer.

Something was moving in the world.

Not just bandits.

Not just famine.

Something bigger.

The kind of something that turned people into refugees and kingdoms into ash.
Maren’s voice was low. “If you’re not a soldier,” she said carefully, “then what are you?”
#4 didn’t answer immediately.

Because the truth would break something.

It would break the simple fragile trust these people had begun to offer her, not because they
believed she was good—but because they needed someone to be.

#4 swallowed.
“I'm someone who made mistakes,” she said instead.

Maren studied her for a long moment.



Then she nodded slowly.

“Good,” Maren replied. “Then you'll fit right in.”

#4 almost smiled.

Almost.

But the moment didn’t last.

A scout came running up from the front of the caravan, breath ragged.
“Maren!” he shouted. “We’ve got trouble!”

The caravan slowed. People looked up, tension rippling instantly.
Maren’s expression hardened. “What kind?”

The scout swallowed. “Riders.”

#4’s stomach tightened.

“‘How many?” Maren demanded.

“Six,” the scout said. “Maybe more behind the ridge.”

Maren turned sharply and signaled the guards.

“Circle the wagons!” she barked.

The caravan erupted into movement.

Parents snatched children off the ground. Guards ran to positions. Wagons creaked into a tight
defensive ring the way they must have done a hundred times before.

#4 stood still for one heartbeat.

Not because she was afraid—

because she was calculating.

A god would’ve ended this with a thought.

A mortal had to choose where to place her body.

She stepped forward as the first riders crested the ridge.



Six men on rough horses, cloaks snapping in the wind. They carried spears and curved blades,
their faces wrapped in cloth against the dust. The lead rider raised his hand and the group
slowed, spreading out like wolves circling a herd.

They stopped just outside bow range.

The leader lifted his spear and pointed it toward the wagon circle.
“Hand over your food,” he called. “And we won’t kill anyone.”
Maren stepped forward, spear in hand.

“We don’t have enough food for ourselves,” she snapped. “Move on.”
The rider laughed. “Then you'll die hungry.”

#4 watched his posture.

He wasn’t desperate.

He was confident.

Which meant this wasn’t a gamble.

This was routine.

He’d done this before.

The rider’s gaze drifted to #4.

He tilted his head slightly.

“You,” he called. “You’re new.”

#4 didn’t answer.

The rider smiled behind his cloth.

“Pretty,” he said. “Give her to us too.”

A sick sound moved through the caravan.

Mothers tightened their grips on their children. A few men started to step forward, anger flashing
in their eyes.

#4 felt something dangerous stir in her chest.

Not divine wrath.



Human rage.

The kind that rose when someone treated a person like property.
Maren’s spear lifted a fraction higher. “Leave,” she warned. “Now.”
The leader’s horse shifted impatiently.

The rider sighed dramatically.

“Fine,” he said. “We’ll take it anyway.”

He snapped his fingers.

The riders surged forward.

The caravan guards rushed to meet them, spears raised.

And for the first time, #4 understood something terrifyingly clear:
These mortals would die.

They would die screaming, bleeding, terrified—

and their deaths would mean nothing in the cosmic scale of the game.
Except to her.

Except to the mothers clutching children.

Except to the men who'd sworn to protect people they loved.

Except to the child who’d run past her that morning with a toy in hand.
#4 moved.

She grabbed a fallen spear from the ground and stepped into the space between the riders and
the caravan.

A guard shouted at her to get back.
She didn’t.
The first rider swung his curved blade at her head.

#4 ducked, feeling the blade whistle over her hair. She drove the spear upward into his horse’s
chest.



The animal screamed, collapsing instantly.

The rider flew forward, hitting the ground hard enough that his helmet cracked.
#4 didn’t hesitate.

She turned and slammed the spear into his throat.

Hot blood spilled over her hands.

It smelled like iron.

It smelled like consequence.

She stared down at the man as his eyes widened, shocked that death had found him so quickly.
Then his gaze emptied.

And #4 realized she was shaking.

Not from fear.

From the fact that she had just ended a life with her own hands.

She had killed.

Her breath came sharp.

Her stomach rolled.

But she didn’t have time to feel it.

Another rider came at her from the side.

She spun, spear arcing, catching him across the ribs. The shaft cracked, but the impact threw
him off balance.

A caravan guard finished him with an axe.
The fight became chaos.
Horses screaming. Men shouting. Metal clanging.

Maren stabbed one rider through the chest and tore the spear free like she’d done it a hundred
times.

A young guard went down, blade buried in his thigh. He screamed as blood soaked the grass.



#4 sprinted to him instinctively, dragging him behind a wagon.

“Hold pressure!” she snapped, hands pressing hard against the wound.
The guard stared at her, eyes wild.

“'m going to die,” he gasped.

#4’s throat tightened.

She couldn’t heal him.

She couldn’t rewrite reality.

She couldn’t save him with power.

All she could do was hold the bleeding and pray his body didn’t choose to stop.
“You’re not dying,” she said, voice fierce.

She didn’t know if she believed it.

But the lie mattered.

Because hope was sometimes the only thing that kept mortals alive long enough for a miracle to
arrive.

The final rider broke and fled, his horse galloping back toward the ridge.

The caravan guards didn’t chase him.

They couldn’t afford to.

They stood panting in the grass, blood on their hands, eyes scanning for more attackers.
Silence settled slowly.

Not peace.

Just a pause.

#4’s hands were red.

Her spear was broken.

A man lay dead at her feet.

And a young guard whimpered behind a wagon, fighting to breathe through pain.



#4 stared at the blood on her palms again.

She remembered the first time she saw blood under her nails.

Back when she’d woken choking on air, horrified by the idea of death.
Now death had a face.

And the face would follow her forever.

Maren approached, breathing hard, hair stuck to her forehead with sweat.
She looked at #4, eyes sharp.

“You've killed before,” Maren said.

#4 met her gaze.

“No,” she whispered. “I haven't.”

Maren’s eyes narrowed. “Then how did you do that?”

#4 swallowed.

“Because | had to,” she said.

Maren stared at her for a long moment.

Then she nodded once, as if that answer was enough.

As if necessity was the only truth that mattered.

The caravan began moving again after they buried their dead quickly—too quickly. They didn'’t
have time for grief. Grief was a luxury for safe places.

#4 walked with them, quieter now.

The child with the wooden toy looked at her with wide eyes.
Not afraid.

Awe.

Like #4 had become something new in their mind.

Not a stranger.

A protector.



That terrified #4 more than the riders did.
Because being a protector meant you were responsible for who lived... and who didn't.

As the sun dipped low, the caravan finally stopped in a shallow valley, making camp near a thin
stream.

Night settled in slowly.

And with it came exhaustion.

The mortals slept in shifts, guards watching the darkness.

#4 sat alone by the fire, staring into the flames.

She couldn’t stop seeing the dead man’s eyes.

Couldn’t stop feeling the spear in her hands.

Couldn’t stop hearing One’s voice echoing in her head like a law that couldn’t be escaped:
Welcome to consequence.

She pressed her palms to her face.

Her hands still smelled like blood.

She didn’t hear him approach.

No footsteps.

No warning.

Just a presence at the edge of the firelight.

#4’s head snapped up.

A figure stood beyond the wagons, half in shadow.

Not a rider.

Not a mortal.

Not one of the caravan.

The air around them felt wrong—too heavy, too sharp, like the world itself was bracing.

#4 rose slowly, heart pounding.



“Who are you?” she demanded.

The figure stepped forward.

A man—smiling.

Not kind.

Not warm.

A smile like a crack in glass.

#6.

Wildcard.

#4’s throat tightened.

She didn’t know how she knew his number.
She just knew.

The way a storm knew lightning.

#6 spread his hands.

“‘Relax,” he said lightly. “I'm not here to kill you.”
#4’s grip tightened around the dagger at her belt.
“‘What do you want?”

#6's eyes flicked toward the sleeping camp, toward the children bundled in blankets near their
parents.

Then his gaze returned to #4.

His voice stayed casual, almost amused.

“I came to tell you something,” he said.

#4 didn’t move.

#6's smile widened.

“Your sibling,” he continued, “Number Seven...”

A pause.



Just long enough for dread to slip under #4’s skin.
“...is stealing children.”

#4's breath stopped.

#6 leaned in slightly, eyes gleaming.

“And he’s using them,” he whispered, delighted by the horror blooming in her face, “to build a
shield around his world.”

The flames popped loudly.

#4’s hands clenched so hard her nails dug into her palms.
The camp behind her slept.

Unaware.

Unprotected.

Fragile.

#4 stared at #6 like she wanted to tear him apart.
But she couldn't.

She was a Player.

Bound by rules.

Bound by breath.

Bound by consequence.

#6’s grin softened into something almost pitying.
“This is what the game does,” he murmured.
Then he stepped back into the darkness.

“Sweet dreams, Player Four.”

And he vanished like he’d never been there at all.
#4 stood alone in the firelight, trembling.

Not from cold.



From the sudden knowledge that the war wasn’t coming.
It had already begun.

And somewhere out in the star system...

children were being taken.

And the universe was still spinning like nothing was wrong.

CHAPTER 10 — The Stolen Voices

The first child screamed when they grabbed her.
Not loudly—she didn’t have time.

Her scream was cut off by a hand clamped over her mouth, a rough palm smelling of smoke and
sap. Her eyes widened, frantic and wet, and she kicked hard enough to knock over a basket of
berries that scattered across the tree-bridge in soft red bursts.

The berries rolled off the woven path and disappeared into the dark below.
No one went after them.
No one cared.

Two men dragged her backward into the shadows of the canopy while she twisted in their arms
like a trapped animal. Her bare feet scraped against the bridge, leaving thin streaks of dirt and
blood.

A third man followed, watching the village lanterns sway in the branches behind them.
“Quiet,” he hissed. “QUIET.”

The child’s body trembled violently, trying to fight against strength she couldn’t match. Her
fingers clawed at the man’s arm until her nails broke.

She didn’t know why this was happening.



She only knew the world had changed.

It had changed the day the sky delivered him.
The Stranger.

The Savior.

The King-without-a-crown.

#7 stood at the edge of the village, half hidden in the gloom, watching as the child disappeared
into the trees.

He didn’t flinch.
He didn’t blink.

His face remained calm, almost thoughtful, as if he were observing the natural order of things.
Like a physician watching blood drain from a wound. Like a ruler watching the price of peace
being paid in real time.

The older woman who had welcomed him into the village stood nearby, hands clasped so tightly
her knuckles had gone pale.

Her voice was low.

“Must it be children?”

#7 didn’t look at her.

“Yes,” he answered.

The woman swallowed hard. “They’re... innocent.”
#7's eyes narrowed slightly.

“Innocence won'’t stop a warship,” he replied.

The older woman'’s lips trembled.

“This isn’t protection,” she whispered.

#7 finally turned his gaze toward her.

And for a moment, she saw something behind his eyes that made her blood turn cold.

Not madness.



Not hatred.

Certainty.

The kind of certainty that killed without apology.

“You wanted safety,” #7 said softly. “This is the cost.”

The older woman shook her head, tears gathering in her eyes. “We trusted you.”
#7’s voice sharpened. “And you still live.”

The words landed like a slap.

Because they were true.

The village had been hunted for years by raiders, beasts, famine, the creeping threat of
kingdoms beyond the forest.

Since #7 arrived, no enemy had dared enter their canopy.

Not because they were stronger.

Because something unseen was watching now.

Something that didn’t belong.

Something that promised punishment.

#7 stepped closer to the older woman until his shadow fell over her like a lid shutting.
“You think | enjoy this?” he murmured.

The woman didn’t answer.

#7 exhaled slowly.

“I hate it,” he admitted quietly. “But hatred does not change reality.”
He turned away from her and walked into the trees.

The older woman remained frozen, staring after him.

Because she understood something terrible.

He didn’t want forgiveness.

He didn’t want love.



He wanted results.

Far beyond the village lanterns, deeper into the forest where the air became colder and the
trees grew wider and stranger, #7 had carved out a place the villagers were forbidden to enter.

They called it the Hollow.

The forest itself seemed to avoid it.

The birds didn’t sing there.

The insects didn’t hum.

Even the wind softened as if it didn’t want to disturb whatever waited inside.

Two guards stood at the entrance, their faces painted with ash. They didn’t look like hunters
anymore.

They looked like soldiers.

One of them bowed when #7 approached.
“My lord,” he said.

#7 barely nodded and stepped past them.

Inside the Hollow, torches burned with green fire—unnatural flame that didn’t crackle or smoke.
Their light revealed a circular clearing surrounded by standing stones taller than men, each one
carved with symbols that pulsed faintly, like veins of light beneath rock.

At the center of the clearing was a pit.
Not a grave.

Not a prison.

A well.

A well for something that was not water.
#7 walked to the edge and looked down.
The bottom wasn’t visible.

It was darkness—thick, waiting, breathing.



Around the pit, men and women worked silently, faces hollowed by fear. They carried ropes,
chains, carved wood, stone bowils filled with glowing powder.

They never spoke.

Because they didn’t need to.

They all knew the rules here.

You obeyed.

Or you vanished.

A child sat on the ground near the stones, wrists bound loosely with vine rope.
The child’s face was streaked with tears.

There were others too—three, four, five children—sitting in a row like offerings.
Some of them sobbed.

Some of them stared ahead, empty-eyed.

One of them whispered prayers into their own trembling hands.

#7 watched them for a moment.

His stomach tightened.

Not with guilt.

With irritation.

Because their fear made them loud in the fabric of the world. Fear sent ripples. Fear drew
attention.

Fear was a beacon.
And beacons attracted enemies.
He crouched in front of the nearest child.

A boy, maybe seven years old. Hair matted. Nose red from crying. He looked at #7 like a rabbit
staring at a wolf.

“Please,” the boy whispered.

#7 studied him.



“So small,” he murmured.

The boy flinched, shoulders shaking.

#7’s voice remained calm, almost gentle.

“What’s your name?”

The boy swallowed hard. “T-Tem.”

“Tem,” #7 repeated.

He tilted his head slightly.

“Do you want to save your people, Tem?”

The boy blinked through tears. “I... | want my mother.”
#7's expression didn’t shift.

“You can’t have what you want,” #7 said softly. “Not anymore.”
Tem’s lip trembled.

#7 leaned closer.

“But you can be useful.”

The boy’s breath hitched.

“Useful?” he whispered.

#7 nodded once.

“There are monsters coming,” #7 said, voice low. “Stronger than raiders. Stronger than kings.
Stronger than nightmares.”

Tem stared at him.

#7 continued, his tone almost reverent now, like he was speaking a sacred truth.

“And if we don’t build a shield around this world... everyone you love will die screaming.”
Tem’s eyes widened with terror.

#7 watched that terror take root.

Good.



Fear made people obedient.

Fear made sacrifices easier.

‘I don’t want you to suffer,” #7 whispered, lying smoothly. “But | need your help.”
Tem’s voice was barely a whisper. “What... what do | do?”

#7 stood slowly.

“You give,” he said.

The child didn’t understand.

Of course he didn’t.

He was too young to understand that the universe was built on taking.
#7 turned to the workers.

“Begin,” he commanded.

The workers moved immediately.

They lifted Tem gently but firmly, dragging him toward the pit.

The boy began to scream again.

A woman—one of the villagers—hesitated with her hands on the rope.
Her face was white. Tears ran down her cheeks.

“My lord...” she whispered.

#7’s gaze snapped to her.

She froze.

#7 stepped toward her slowly.

His voice dropped to something sharp enough to cut.

“Do you want your world to live?” he asked.

The woman sobbed.

“Yes,” she whispered.



“Then pull,” #7 said.

The woman’s hands trembled as she tightened her grip on the rope.
Tem screamed louder now, kicking, twisting, pleading.

‘I WANT MY MOTHERY”

The words cracked through the Hollow like lightning.

#7 didn’t move.

He didn’t soften.

Because softness killed kingdoms.

The workers lowered the child over the pit.

Tem’s screams echoed into the darkness below.

Then his voice cut off abruptly as if something down there had swallowed it.
Silence.

A terrible, heavy silence.

The workers froze, breath caught.

The air trembled.

And then—

the standing stones it up.

Not gently.

Violently.

Green light surged through the carved symbols like liquid fire. The ground vibrated. The torches
flared higher.

And above the pit, something began to form.
A shimmer.
A thin veil of magic, barely visible, like heat haze in the air.

#7 stared at it.



His breath slowed.

His eyes gleamed.

It was working.

It was real.

He straightened, lifting his chin.

“Again,” he said.

The workers flinched.

One of them whispered, voice shaking, “My lord... the child—"
#7’s gaze cut through them like a blade.
“Again,” he repeated.

Two more children were dragged forward.
The line of offerings grew shorter.

And the veil above the pit thickened.

The shield was being built one stolen life at a time.

By nightfall, the village had changed.

The lanterns still glowed in the branches. Fires still burned. People still moved through the
walkways.

But something was missing.

Laughter.

Children’s voices.

The soft chaos that made life feel alive.

Parents held each other tighter now, eyes red, mouths shut.
No one spoke openly about where the children had gone.

But every mother knew.



Every father knew.

They just didn’t have the courage to say it out loud.

Because saying it would mean accepting what they had allowed.

#7 stood on the highest bridge, overlooking his village like a king surveying his kingdom.
Above the treetops, faint and nearly invisible, a shimmer moved through the sky.
A thin curve of protection beginning to take shape around the planet.

His shield.

His answer to mortality.

His refusal to die.

The older woman approached him slowly, her steps hesitant.

“My lord,” she whispered.

#7 didn’t turn.

The woman’s voice cracked. “Is this... the only way?”

#7 stared up at the faint shimmer.

“Yes,” he said.

The older woman'’s tears fell freely now.

“And when the war comes?” she asked. “When the gods arrive?”

#7’s mouth tightened.

“Then we will be safe,” he replied.

The older woman shook her head.

“No,” she whispered. “You'll be safe.”

#7 turned then, slowly, his eyes dark.

“Safety belongs to the strong,” he said quietly. “And strength is purchased.”

The older woman flinched at the coldness in his voice.



#7 stepped closer, lowering his voice into something soft and deadly.
“If you want mercy,” he murmured, “pray to a kinder universe.”
He walked past her and disappeared into the forest.

Leaving her alone beneath the lanterns, trembling, staring up at the sky where the shield
shimmered faintly like a lie.

Far away, on another world, a fire crackled in a caravan camp.
#4 sat with blood on her hands and fury in her chest.

She had been warned.

She had been told what #7 was doing.

And now, somewhere in the star system, children were being swallowed into darkness so a god
could feel safe.

#4’s jaw tightened until it hurt.

She stared into the fire as if she could burn the truth into her memory.
Then she stood.

Not slowly.

Not reluctantly.

With decision.

Because kindness could be quiet.

But it could also be wrath.

And tonight, #4 made a promise that would shape the rest of the game:
She would not let this continue.

Even if it meant war.

Even if it meant death.

Even if it meant she had to become something she feared.



She stepped into the darkness beyond the camp.

And the wind followed her like a witness.

CHAPTER 11 — The Road That Leads to
Sin

#4 left before dawn.

Not because she wanted to.

Because if she waited for daylight, she knew she might talk herself out of it.

Night was quieter. Night didn’t argue. Night didn’t ask her to be gentle. It only asked her to
move.

The caravan slept behind her—bundled beneath cloth and worn blankets, bodies curled close
as if warmth could be created by refusing to let the world separate them. A few guards remained
awake at the edges of camp, pacing slowly, eyes scanning darkness that had already proven it
could hold teeth.

#4 stepped between the wagons without waking anyone.

She didn’t want their eyes on her.

She didn’t want their hope.

She didn’t want to see the child with the wooden toy look at her like she was something holy.
Because the decision she was making now was not holy.

It was war.

She crossed the last ring of wagons and stopped at the edge of camp, looking back once.

Maren’s spear was planted in the ground near the fire, the older woman seated beside it, head
bowed as if she were praying—or simply resting with her eyes closed.



#4 should have spoken.

She should have said goodbye.

She should have offered reassurance, a promise, a plan.

But she couldn’t.

Promises were easy when you were immortal.

When death couldn’t reach you.

When consequence was just a concept.

Now promises felt like lies that might kill the people who believed them.
So #4 turned away and walked into the tall grass alone.

The wind met her immediately, cold and constant. It pulled at her clothes, tugged at her hair,
whispered through the blades of grass like voices too soft to understand.

She moved without a map.

Without certainty.

But she wasn’t lost.

Not really.

Because her anger had direction.

#6’s words repeated in her mind like poison:

He’s stealing children.
He’s using them to build a shield.
This is what the game does.

#4’s stomach twisted again, not from hunger this time, but from something deeper.
Disgust.
A cold, burning disgust that made her hands clench and unclench as she walked.

She didn’t know how far #7’s world was from here. She didn’t know if the rules allowed her to
reach it. She didn’t know what kind of barrier One had placed between the worlds.

But she did know one thing.



If she did nothing, she would carry Tem’s silence—those stolen voices—forever.
She walked until her legs trembled.
Then she walked farther.

The sky shifted slowly from midnight to bruise-purple, then to a pale gray that bled into morning.
The sun rose like a tired eye opening, indifferent and cold.

By the time daylight fully settled, #4 had reached the edge of the grassland.

A forest rose ahead—dense, old, towering. Its treeline looked like a wall, and something about it
made the air feel different.

Heavier.

Not natural.

Not merely wild.

It felt... claimed.

As if the world itself had been marked by a will stronger than the roots beneath it.
#4 slowed.

Her breathing was rough now, chest tight. Sweat clung to her back. Her feet ached.
Mortality demanded payment for every mile.

But she didn’t stop.

She stepped into the forest.

The moment she crossed beneath the canopy, sound changed.

The wind softened. The birds fell quiet. Even the insects seemed to hush.

#4’s skin prickled.

This wasn’t peace.

This was control.

She moved between the trees, careful, silent. Her senses sharpened the way they always did
when threat was near.

Not divine senses.



Human ones.

Listening for footsteps. Watching for movement. Tracking the smell of smoke and green fire.
It didn’t take long.

A faint glow flickered between the trunks ahead.

#4 crept closer, lowering herself behind a fallen log.

Through the brush, she saw it.

A village built in the canopy.

Lanterns hung from branches. Bridges stretched between trees like woven veins. Fires burned
low.

But there was no laughter.

No children running.

No soft chaos of life.

The village was breathing—but it wasn’t living.

People moved quietly, heads down, eyes hollow, as if they were afraid even their thoughts might
be overheard.

#4’s throat tightened.
This was the world #7 had promised to protect.
And it already looked like a funeral.

A few guards patrolled the walkways. Their faces were painted with ash. Their weapons were
sharpened bone and stone, but their eyes held something new.

Fanatic obedience.

Or fear disguised as loyalty.

#4 watched them for a long moment.

Then she saw it.

Between two bridges near the center of the village, a small figure sat with knees pulled to chest.

A child.



Alone.

Their wrists were bound loosely with vine rope. Not tight enough to bruise.
Just tight enough to remind them they were owned.

The child’s face was streaked with dirt and tears. Their eyes stared at nothing.
It wasn’t the kind of crying that begged for help.

It was the kind that happened when you realized help wasn’t coming.

#4’s breath caught.

Her hand moved instinctively toward her belt.

No weapon.

Only a small dagger.

Something mortal.

Something pathetic.

She hated that she had so little.

But she hated more that she had delayed, even for a day.

#4 pushed herself up and moved.

Low, quick, silent.

She slipped beneath the bridges where the shadows were thickest, staying off the main paths,
stepping carefully on roots and wet leaves.

Every few steps she paused, listening.

A guard passed above her once, boots thudding on the wood overhead.
#4 stayed perfectly still until the sound faded.

Then she continued.

She reached the base of the tree holding the child’s bridge.

The child didn’t notice her at first.

They were too numb.



#4 climbed quietly, hands gripping the bark, feet finding holds.

Her muscles burned. Her lungs tightened.

She pulled herself onto the bridge and crouched a few feet away from the child.
The child turned slowly.

Their eyes widened in instant fear.

#4 lifted a hand, palm open.

“Hey,” she whispered.

The child flinched.

#4’s voice softened further. “I'm not going to hurt you.”

The child’s lips trembled. “They said—" they began, then stopped as if the words were too
painful.

#4 swallowed hard.

“Who said?” she asked, even though she already knew.

The child’s eyes darted toward the center of the village, toward the deeper forest beyond it.
“The man,” the child whispered. “The one who fell from the sky.”

#4’s jaw tightened.

“Where are the others?” she asked.

The child stared at her blankly. “Gone.”

The word shattered something inside #4.

Gone.

The simplest word in the world.

And the cruelest.

#4's fingers trembled as she reached for the vine rope around the child’s wrists.

“It's okay,” she whispered, forcing the words through her throat. “I'm going to get you out.”

The child’s eyes filled again.



“Where are we going?” they asked in a small voice.

#4 swallowed.

She didn’t know.

She didn’t have an army.

She didn’t have a kingdom.

She didn’t have divinity.

All she had was her body, her will, and the inability to ignore suffering once she’'d seen it.
“Somewhere safe,” she lied.

Because sometimes the lie was all you could offer until truth could be built.
She began to untie the rope—

And the air shifted.

The bridge creaked softly behind her.

#4 froze.

A voice came from the shadows, amused and smooth.

“You're brave.”

#4’s blood ran cold.

She turned slowly.

#7 stood at the far end of the bridge, hands clasped behind his back as if he were walking
through his own garden.

He didn’t look like a tyrant.

He didn’t look like a monster.

He looked like a man with calm eyes and perfect posture.
Which made it worse.

Because monsters who looked like monsters were easy to fight.

Monsters who looked like saviors were harder to Kill.



#7 glanced at the child, then back at #4.

His smile was small.

Controlled.

“You're one of us,” he said.

#4 rose slowly, placing herself between him and the child.
“Let them go,” she said.

#7's brow lifted slightly, amused.

“Or what?” he asked.

#4’s grip tightened on the dagger.

It felt ridiculous.

A toothpick against a storm.

“I'll stop you,” she said.

#7 laughed softly.

“You can’t stop me,” he replied gently. “That’s the point.”
#4’s voice trembled, not with fear, but fury.

“They’re children.”

#7's gaze darkened, just a fraction.

“And?” he asked.

The single word was so cold it made the air around it feel colder.
#4 stared at him in disbelief.

“You’re using them,” she whispered. “To build your shield.”
#7's smile returned.

“Yes,” he said, as if confirming a simple fact.

#4 took a slow step forward.



“You're killing them.”
#7's eyes flickered.
Not guilt.
Annoyance.

“They would die anyway,” he said calmly. “Just later. Just slower. Just under someone else’s
blade.”

#4's throat tightened.

“You don’t know that.”

#7 tilted his head.

‘I do,” he said. “Because | know what’s coming. | know what we are. | know what One intended.”
#4’s jaw clenched.

“And you think this makes you better?” she spat. “That you're saving your world by feeding it
children?”

#7 stepped closer.

His voice lowered.

“‘Don’t pretend you’re above this,” he murmured. “You killed men in a field yesterday.”
#4’s hands tightened.

She remembered the rider’s eyes.

The blood on her palms.

And she hated him for knowing.

She hated herself more for proving him right.
“That was to protect them,” she said tightly.
#7's gaze slid to the child behind her.

“And this is to protect mine,” he said.

The child whimpered.



#4 felt something inside her snap into place—not rage, not fear, but clarity.
This wasn’t a debate.

This wasn’t a negotiation.

This was a line in the dirt.

And #7 had stepped over it without blinking.

#4’s voice dropped to a whisper sharp enough to cut skin.
“Stop,” she said.

#7 smiled.

“No,” he replied.

He lifted his hand.

And for the first time, #4 saw it.

A faint shimmer in the air around his fingers—magic, thin and coiled.
Not full divinity.

But something bending.

Something waking.

A loophole.

A fracture.

Proof that the rules were not as sealed as One claimed.
#4’s breath hitched.

If #7 had found a way to access power...

then others would too.

And if others did...

the star system would become a graveyard.

#7 stepped forward again.



“You’re here alone,” he murmured. “No army. No shield. No protection.”
His eyes sharpened.

“You're kind, #4.”

He said it like an insult.

“You'll lose,” he whispered.

#4’s grip tightened on the dagger.

The child behind her trembled.

And in that moment, #4 understood something she had never understood before:
Kindness was not weakness.

Kindness was a choice you made while holding a blade.
She raised the dagger.

Not to threaten.

To commit.

“I'd rather lose,” she said quietly, voice steady, “than win like you.”

#7’s smile vanished.

For the first time, his calm cracked.

His eyes hardened.

“Then you'll die here,” he said.

The bridge shook slightly as if the forest itself had reacted.

The air thickened.

And the first true clash between Player and Player began—not with armies, not with warships—

but with a child’s life trembling between them like a thread.



CHAPTER 12 — The Bridge of Thorns

The moment #7 said die, the air changed.
Not like a storm rolling in.
Like a door shutting.

#4 felt it in her chest first—pressure tightening around her ribs as if the forest itself had decided
she was no longer welcome. The lanterns swayed above them, though no wind touched the
bridge. The woven wood beneath their feet creaked, stretched, groaned like it was struggling
under the weight of something unseen.

#7 didn’t move quickly.
He didn’t need to.
His confidence was a kind of violence all its own.

He stepped forward once, slow and deliberate, the way executioners did when they wanted their
victims to feel the approach.

#4’s dagger looked laughable in her hand.
A thin strip of mortal steel.

A tooth against eternity.

But behind her, the child trembled.

Their breath came in short, panicked bursts.
#4 didn’t have the right to hesitate.

She tightened her grip, shifting her feet into a stance she’d learned the hard way—through
blood, through fear, through the raw truth that mortals died when you waited too long to move.

“Stay behind me,” she whispered to the child without looking back.

The child obeyed instantly, shuffling backward until their shoulders pressed against the bridge
railing.

#7 smiled faintly.

“You’ve grown,” he murmured, voice soft as a blade leaving its sheath. “You were never this
brave before.”



#4’s jaw clenched.

“Don’t act like you know me,” she snapped.

#7’s eyes gleamed. “We’ve always known each other,” he said. “We’re siblings.”
He stepped forward again.

“And this,” he added, spreading his hand slightly toward the village below, toward the silent
walkways and hollow-eyed parents, “is what siblings do.”

#4's stomach twisted with disgust.

“No,” she whispered. “This is what cowards do.”

For the first time, #7’s expression tightened.

Just a small fracture.

But #4 saw it.

And she pushed.

“You’re afraid,” she said, voice sharp. “That’s why you’re doing this.”
#7’s smile returned, colder now.

“Of course I'm afraid,” he admitted. “Mortality is a humiliation.”
He stepped closer, his voice lowering.

“But unlike you... I'm not pretending fear makes me virtuous.”
His fingers twitched.

The shimmer around them thickened, coiling like invisible smoke.
#4’s skin prickled.

Magic.

Not full.

Not divine.

But enough to bend reality.

Enough to Kill.



#4 took a slow breath.
This was the true game.
Not chess.

Not riddles.

Not prophecy.

This was the moment where someone decided what kind of person they were when the
universe demanded cruelty.

#7 lifted his hand.

The air snapped.

A lash of shimmering force shot toward #4 like a whip made of pale green light.

#4 reacted on instinct.

She ducked, the magic slicing over her head and striking the bridge railing behind her.
Wood splintered.

The woven structure cracked violently, strands snapping loose and whipping into the air.
The child screamed.

#4 spun, raising her dagger, and threw herself forward—

Not to stab.

To close the distance.

She had learned one brutal truth about violence:

If you gave someone space to use power, they would.

So you stole their space.

#7's eyes widened slightly, surprised that she would charge him.

He snapped his hand again.

The air thickened, trying to push her back like a wall.



#4 slammed into it and stumbled, knees buckling, body shaking under pressure that felt like
invisible hands crushing her ribs.

Pain exploded through her.

Her lungs tightened.

She couldn’t breathe.

#7 watched her struggle, expression calm.

“You can’t win this,” he murmured.

#4's teeth clenched.

She forced one breath into her lungs—shallow, burning.
Not enough.

But enough.

She dropped low, rolling under the pressure like a soldier under an enemy blade.
The invisible wall wavered.

For one heartbeat, it loosened.

#4 surged forward again.

#7’s hand snapped downward—

And the bridge beneath her feet erupted.

Thorns.

Not literal thorns.

Something like them.

Jagged shards of dark vine burst up from the woven wood, twisting and curling, sharp as
spears.

The vines grabbed her ankles and yanked.
#4 hit the bridge hard, the dagger flying from her grip and skittering across the planks.

Her palms scraped wood.



Blood bloomed instantly.

#7 stepped forward, looming.

“The forest obeys me,” he said softly.

#4 dragged herself forward, ignoring the vines cutting into her skin.
She reached for the dagger.

Her fingertips brushed the handle—

#7’s boot slammed down on her wrist.

Bones didn’t crack.

But pain shot up her arm like fire.

#4 gasped, body jerking.

#7 leaned down slightly.

“You don’t belong here,” he whispered.

#4 looked up at him.

Her eyes burned.

Not with magic.

With hatred.

With something human enough to terrify gods.

“You’re wrong,” she whispered back.

Then she did the only thing she could.

She bit him.

#7’s eyes widened in shock as her teeth sank into his ankle through the fabric of his boot.
He hissed sharply, yanking his foot back.

#4 used that single moment to rip her arm free and snatch the dagger off the bridge.

She rolled to her feet, breath ragged, blood slick on her hands.



The child sobbed behind her.

#7 straightened, eyes darker now.

The calm was gone.

“You savage,” he spat.

#4’s voice was raw. “I'm mortal,” she hissed. “That’s what you wanted, isn't it?”
#7 lifted his hand again, anger sharpening his magic.
The vines surged.

They snapped upward, aiming for #4’s throat.

#4 moved without thinking.

She stepped in front of the child fully—

and swung.

Not at #7.

At the vines.

Her dagger sliced through them like flesh.

The vines screamed.

Actually screamed.

A high, unnatural shriek that made the village below stir, heads lifting like ghosts waking.
#7's eyes narrowed.

He flicked his hand—

And a pulse of magic slammed into #4’s chest.

She flew backward, crashing into the bridge railing.
The railing gave.

#4 nearly went over the edge.

Her fingers clenched around the woven wood at the last second.



She dangled for half a heartbeat, feet kicking above open air—
Then hauled herself back up with a grunt of pain.

Her chest burned.

Her ribs ached.

Her breath came in gasps.

#7 stepped closer, voice low, furious.

“You don’t understand the scale of what's coming,” he whispered. “You’re saving one child while
condemning millions.”

#4’s eyes flashed.

“Then find another way,” she snapped.

#7 laughed—sharp, cruel.

“There is no other way,” he said. “Not if you want to live.”

#4 stared at him.

“And if you want to live,” she whispered back, “you’ll kill anything to do it.”
#7’s smile vanished again.

He lifted his hand and the bridge shuddered.

The woven planks began to unravel at the edges, strands loosening like frayed rope.
He wasn't just trying to kill her now.

He was trying to drop her into the forest below and erase her.

#4’s pulse roared in her ears.

She glanced over her shoulder at the child.

The child’s wrists were still bound.

They were too small.

Too slow.

They couldn’t run.



#4’s throat tightened.

She couldn’t fight him here.

Not with the bridge collapsing.

Not with the child trapped behind her.
Her mind raced.

Then her gaze flicked downward.

Below the bridge, hanging from the tree trunk, there was a net of woven vines meant to catch
falling supplies.

A safety net.

A mercy built into the village.

#4 had never been so grateful for mortal planning.

She turned sharply, grabbing the child by the shoulders.
“Listen to me,” she whispered fiercely. “When | say jump, you jump.”
The child shook their head violently, sobbing. “No—no—"
#4 cupped the child’s face with bloody hands.

“Do you want to live?” she demanded.

The child froze.

Nodded shakily.

#4 looked up at #7.

He was raising both hands now.

The air glowed faintly green around him, swirling.

He was gathering something bigger.

Something that would tear the bridge apart in one strike.
#4’s breath shuddered.

She whispered, to herself, to the universe, to whatever mercy might still exist:



Please.

Then she yanked the child forward.

“JUMP!” #4 shouted.

The child screamed—

And jumped.

They dropped fast, a small shape falling through the canopy—

And landed hard in the net below, bouncing once, then holding tight, sobbing.
#4 turned back as the bridge finally began to rip apart.

#7 slammed his hands down—

And the magic hit like a hammer.

The bridge exploded.

Wood, vine, rope—everything snapped.

#4 launched herself forward at the last second, leaping into the open air.
For one terrifying heartbeat she was weightless.

Then gravity grabbed her like a fist.

She fell.

Wind tore at her hair. Her stomach dropped into her throat.

She hit the net hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs and send pain flashing through
her ribs.

The net sagged, strained—
But held.

#4 lay there for a second, gasping, body shaking, staring up at the canopy above where the
bridge had been.

Fragments of wood and vine rained down slowly like broken bones.

She heard shouting overhead.



Guards.

Villagers.

Chaos.

#7’s voice cut down from above, cold and furious.

“FIND THEM!”

The forest erupted.

Footsteps thundered on branches. Lanterns swung wildly.
#4 forced herself up, ignoring the pain.

She grabbed the child’s bound wrists and began tearing at the rope with her dagger.
The rope snapped.

The child flung their arms around #4’s waist, sobbing.

#4 held them tight for one heartbeat—

Then pulled away.

“No time,” she whispered.

She grabbed the child’s hand.

“‘Run,” she commanded.

They dropped from the net into the forest floor below.

The ground was damp, soft with fallen leaves.

#4 stumbled, nearly falling as her legs screamed in protest.
The child pulled at her hand, terrified but moving.
Together, they ran.

Between roots. Between trunks. Between shadows.
Voices echoed behind them.

Torches flickered through the trees like hunting eyes.



#4’s breath burned.

Her vision blurred.

Mortality demanded payment again.

But she didn’t stop.

She couldn’t.

Because the child’s hand in hers was small and warm and real—
And for the first time since she landed on this world, #4 understood something with brutal clarity:
Saving a life wasn'’t a story.

It was sprinting through a dark forest with blood on your hands and death at your back.
The child stumbled once.

#4 yanked them upright and kept running.

Behind them, a shout grew louder.

Closer.

#4’s mind raced, searching for an escape—

And then she saw it.

A narrow ravine ahead, cut deep into the earth like a wound.

A stream rushed through it, loud enough to drown footsteps.

#4 grabbed the child’s arm.

“‘Down,” she hissed.

They slid down the ravine wall, dirt tearing under their fingers.

#4 hit the bottom hard, pain jolting her ankle.

She bit back a cry.

The child fell beside her, sobbing.

The stream ran fast, cold, relentless.



#4 pressed a finger to her lips.

“Quiet,” she whispered.

They crouched behind a large stone.

Above them, torches flickered between the trees.
Guards shouted.

“One went this way!”

“‘No—there!”

#4 held her breath, heart pounding so loudly she thought it might give them away.
The child trembled beside her, eyes squeezed shut.
Footsteps passed overhead.

Then another set.

Closer.

A guard stopped at the ravine edge.

#4 could see his boots inches from the drop.

He peered down, torchlight spilling into the ravine.
#4 stayed perfectly still.

Her lungs screamed.

Her muscles burned.

Her hands shook.

The guard leaned closer—

Then another voice called from behind him.

“Over here! He wants them alive!”

The guard hesitated.

Then turned away.



Footsteps faded.

The torchlight disappeared.

#4 exhaled slowly, barely daring to breathe.

The child began to cry again.

#4 clamped a hand gently over their mouth.

“I know,” she whispered fiercely into the child’s ear. “I know. Just—hold on.”
Minutes passed.

Maybe longer.

Finally the forest above quieted.

The search moved away.

#4’s shoulders sagged slightly.

She looked down at the child, eyes softening despite the terror still pounding in her veins.
“You're safe,” she whispered.

The child stared at her, shaking.

“Why... why did you do that?” they whispered.

#4 swallowed hard.

Because she didn’t have a good answer.

Because kindness wasn't logical.

Because her heart had made the decision before her mind could argue.
She brushed dirt from the child’s cheek with a trembling thumb.

“Because you’re not a sacrifice,” she said quietly. “You're a person.”

The child’s lips trembled.

And in that ravine, beneath a forest built on stolen voices, #4 felt something shift inside her.

Not power.



Not certainty.

A vow.

A vow that no matter what the game demanded of her—

she would not become the kind of victor that drank children’s screams like medicine.
Above them, far beyond the canopy—

the stars continued to watch.

And somewhere out there, other worlds were sharpening their weapons.
The Game of the Nine was accelerating.

And now #7 had been challenged.

Not by armies.

By mercy.

And mercy, in a universe built on conquest, was a provocation that gods did not forgive.

CHAPTER 13 — The Cost of Defiance

#7 did not scream.
He did not rage.

He stood at the shattered edge of the bridge, hands slowly lowering to his sides as fragments of
wood and vine drifted down through the canopy like the remains of something once whole.

The villagers gathered behind him in uneasy silence.
Lanterns swayed.
Whispers died in throats.

The bridge—his bridge—was gone.



And with it, a child.

For several long seconds, #7 said nothing.

Then he smiled.

It was not wide.

It was not loud.

It was precise.

“Seal the Hollow,” he said calmly.

The guards hesitated.

“My lord,” one ventured, voice trembling, “the villagers—"
#7 turned his head just enough for the man to see his eyes.
The guard swallowed hard and bowed immediately.
“Yes, my lord.”

The order rippled outward.

Torches were lit. Gates were shut. The forest paths that once welcomed life were barred with
sharpened wood and woven bone.

The village transformed—not into a sanctuary—

but into a fortress built on guilt.

The older woman stood near the lantern rail, her hands clenched, eyes hollow.

“You promised,” she whispered.

#7 approached her slowly.

“I promised survival,” he replied. “Not comfort.”

Her voice cracked. “You said the sacrifices would be... necessary.”

“They still are,” #7 said.

Her eyes flicked to the broken bridge, to the space where the child had been bound.

“One escaped.”



#7’s jaw tightened.

“Yes,” he said.

Silence stretched.

Then the woman whispered the question no one else dared to speak.

“What happens now?”

#7 looked past her, toward the deeper forest, where the ravine swallowed sound and light.

“Now,” he said softly, “we remind the universe what happens when mercy interferes with
destiny.”

He raised his voice, just enough for the villagers to hear.
“Bring the next three.”

A sob broke somewhere in the crowd.

A mother collapsed to her knees, hands clawing at the dirt.
“‘No—please—"

The guards moved anyway.

Because fear was stronger than grief.

Because obedience was safer than resistance.

Because once you crossed a line, it was easier to keep walking than turn back.
#7 watched the children brought forward.

Their eyes were wide.

Confused.

Alive.

He felt something flicker in his chest.

Not regret.

Annoyance.

Because defiance complicated systems.



Because kindness made examples necessary.

He turned toward the Hollow.

“This will not slow us,” he said coldly. “If anything... it will hasten the shield.”
The children screamed as they were dragged away.

The village did not look.

Far from the canopy, in the undergrowth beyond the ravine, #4 ran until her legs failed her.
She didn’t stop when her lungs burned.

She didn’t stop when her ankle screamed with every step.

She stopped only when the child collapsed, sobbing, hands digging into the dirt.

‘I can’t,” the child cried. “l can’'t—"

#4 dropped beside them instantly, hands steady despite her shaking body.

“You can,” she said firmly. “Breathe with me.”

She inhaled slowly.

The child mimicked her, gasping.

Again.

Again.

The forest around them was quiet, but not safe.

#4 scanned the trees constantly, listening for pursuit.
Her body ached.

Her ribs throbbed.

Her hands were still sticky with blood—hers and others’.

She wiped them on her clothes without thinking.

The child stared at her.



“Are they going to come back?” they whispered.

#4's throat tightened.

“l don’t know,” she admitted.

The honesty hurt.

“But we won'’t stay here,” she added quickly. “We keep moving.”
The child nodded shakily.

They stood together, slower now.

More careful.

As they moved through the forest, the child spoke again, voice small.
“‘My name is Lira.”

#4 swallowed.

“Lira,” she repeated gently. “I'm glad you told me.”

Lira looked up at her.

“‘What’s your name?”

#4 hesitated.

Numbers were cages.

But lies were easier.

She chose truth.

“‘My name... doesn’t matter yet,” she said. “But | promise you something.”
Lira’s eyes searched her face.

“What?”

#4 knelt, meeting the child’s gaze fully.

‘Il won’t let them take you again,” she said.

The words felt heavy.



Dangerous.

Because promises now had weight.

Because promises could kill you if you failed.
Lira nodded slowly, trusting her anyway.

That trust hurt more than any wound.

They walked until dusk.

Until the forest thinned.

Until the land opened into rocky hills with little cover.
That was when #4 stopped.

She looked back at the dark treeline.

Her jaw tightened.

She couldn’t take Lira back to the caravan.
Not anymore.

If #7 was watching—

and she knew he was—

then anyone near her became a target.

She had made herself a beacon.

A liability.

The realization settled like ice in her stomach.
She knelt again, gripping Lira’s shoulders.

“Listen to me,” she said carefully. “There’s a place ahead. A trade route. People move through
it.”

Lira’s lip trembled.
“You're not coming?”

#4 forced a soft smile.



“Ill make sure you’re safe first,” she said.

It wasn't a lie.

Just incomplete.

Lira hugged her suddenly, arms tight around her waist.

#4 froze—

then wrapped her arms around the child, holding them as if they were made of glass.
Her chest tightened.

She pressed her forehead to Lira’s hair and closed her eyes.

This is why gods lost wars.

Because once you loved something—

you stopped being efficient.

They separated reluctantly.

As Lira walked ahead, #4 lingered, staring back toward the forest one last time.
#7 had made his choice.

So had she.

And somewhere beyond this world, other players were moving pieces into place.
Some with armies.

Some with songs.

Some with blades made of stars.

Mercy had drawn blood.

Defiance had consequences.

And the Game of the Nine had crossed a threshold it could never return from.
Above them, unseen—

One watched.



Silent.

And for the first time since the game began, even he felt something unexpected stir.
Not surprise.

Concern.

Because Player Four had done something no rule accounted for:

She had chosen to save a life.

And that choice—

that single, fragile act—

was already rewriting the shape of the war.

CHAPTER 14 — The Song Before the Fire

#5’s world did not worship her.
Not the way kingdoms worshipped kings.
Not the way starving nations clung to warlords.

They loved her the way people loved music—
like it wasn’t a ruler speaking to them,
but a voice that understood the shape of their pain.

Her name was painted on walls.
Sewn into banners.
Whispered into prayers that had nothing to do with gods and everything to do with survival.

Her city rose along a coastline of white stone and glass towers, built like a crown around a
massive amphitheater that opened toward the sea. At night, the amphitheater glowed with
lanterns and holographic lights, and the waves carried the echoes of laughter, chanting, and
melody across the water.



The world outside the city was not gentle.

There were borders, enemies, storms, famine in distant provinces.

But within the capital, people still dared to celebrate.

Because when #5 sang, they remembered what it meant to be alive.

Tonight, the amphitheater was full.

Thousands of voices swelled together in anticipation, a living tide of sound.

#5 stood behind the stage curtain with her eyes closed, one hand pressed to her chest.
Her heart beat fast.

Not from nerves.

From love.

From the unbearable, human truth that these people mattered.

They were not her pawns.

They were her family.

Her audience.

Her reason.

A stagehand approached nervously, headset crooked, hands trembling around a small tablet.
“My queen,” he said, voice barely audible over the crowd. “The southern gate reports—"
#5 opened her eyes.

The stagehand froze, as if startled by how calm she looked.

“‘How many?” she asked softly.

The man swallowed. “They didn’t say how many. Only... a message.”

#5 held out her hand.

The stagehand placed the tablet into it like it was fragile.

The screen displayed a single line of text, translated from a message written in a language older
than this planet:



A CHALLENGE APPROACHES.

#5’s stomach tightened.

A chill crawled up her spine.

Not fear of death.

Fear of what the challenge would cost.

Because she knew.

Even without memory of divinity, some truths lived deeper than flesh.
A challenge invoked in god language was not an invitation.

It was a chain.

Arule.

A binding.

#5 inhaled slowly and handed the tablet back.

“Prepare the guards,” she told the stagehand. “And keep the gates open.”
The man blinked. “Open, my queen?”

#5’s voice stayed gentle.

“If someone comes looking for me,” she said, “they will find me.”

The stagehand looked like he wanted to protest.

But he nodded and ran.

#5 turned toward the curtain.

The crowd roared as the lights dimmed, voices rising into a chant of her name.
She stepped forward onto the stage—

and the world erupted.

Light spilled across her like sunrise.

The music swelled.



And for a moment, standing beneath the open sky with thousands of people screaming her
name, #5 almost forgot the game.

Almost forgot the cruelty.

Almost forgot the cosmic wager that had dragged gods into mortal skins.

She lifted the microphone.

Her voice—smooth, powerful, aching with warmth—rolled through the amphitheater like a tide.
The first note hit the crowd and they screamed louder.

People cried.

People laughed.

People held each other tighter.

And as #5 sang, she watched them.

Watched the way an old man lifted his hands like he was praying.

Watched the way a young girl mouthed every lyric like it was scripture.

Watched the way soldiers at the edge of the crowd softened, as if the music reminded them
what they were guarding.

This was her power now.

Not cosmic fire.

Not divine command.

The ability to make people feel seen.

The ability to make them remember hope was real.

She sang three songs before it happened.

The fourth song began quietly—just her voice, a single chord, the sound of the ocean behind it.
Then the air shifted.

The lights flickered.

The crowd murmured, confused.

#5 kept singing.



Because panic was contagious.

But so was calm.

Her voice stayed steady as the stage lights pulsed again, then dimmed.
The ocean wind sharpened, carrying something cold with it.

A presence.

The kind of presence that silenced even kings.

A figure walked into the amphitheater.

Not through the gate.

Through the center aisle, where people parted instinctively as if their bodies recognized danger
faster than their minds could name it.

He wore dark clothing, travel-worn and dust-stained, but he moved like someone who didn’t fear
being touched by mortals.

He didn’t bow.
He didn’t smile.

He walked straight to the edge of the stage and looked up at #5 as if the entire crowd around
them didn’t exist.

#7.

#5'’s voice faltered for a fraction of a second.
Not because she feared him.

Because she could feel the wrongness in him.
Not just cruelty.

Conviction.

The kind that made mercy irrelevant.

The music continued behind her.

The band looked confused.

The crowd whispered.



#5 lowered the microphone slowly.

Her voice became quieter, carrying through the amphitheater without amplification.
“Who are you?” she asked.

#7's eyes locked onto hers.

“You know who | am,” he said.

#5's throat tightened.

She did.

She couldn’t explain how.

But she did.

She stepped forward, still holding the microphone, her posture straight.
“My name is #5,” she said calmly.

The crowd behind her roared again at the familiar title, thinking this was part of the show.
#7 didn’t react.

“'m here for your army,” he said.

The crowd’s cheering softened into confusion.

#5’s eyes narrowed.

“My army belongs to my people,” she said.

#7 nodded once. “Then I'll take your people too.”

The words landed in the amphitheater like poison.

The crowd began to murmur more urgently, fear rippling.

Soldiers shifted, hands moving toward weapons.

#5 lifted her hand, palm down—a gentle motion.

The crowd quieted slightly.

Not because they weren’t afraid.



Because they trusted her more than they trusted fear.
#5’s voice stayed steady.
“You’re not welcome here,” she said.

#7’s gaze slid across the amphitheater, across the thousands of faces watching them, across
the lanterns, the sea, the city beyond.

“This is a beautiful world,” he murmured.

His voice held no admiration.

Only calculation.

“It would be a shame,” he added softly, “if it burned.”
#5’s jaw tightened.

“Why are you here?” she demanded.

#7 lifted his hand.

And the air around his fingers shimmered faintly green.
Magic.

Thin.

Awakening.

The crowd gasped.

Soldiers stepped forward.

#5's eyes widened slightly.

She remembered what she’d been warned about.
Children stolen.

Lives taken to build a shield.

#7 spoke in a language older than sound.

A single phrase.

Two words.



The air itself seemed to vibrate with it.

“Ta’lae.”

The amphitheater went silent.

Not because people understood the word—

but because their souls did.

Because something ancient in the universe had just been invoked.
A challenge.

A binding.

A rule that even gods could not refuse.

#5 felt it wrap around her like a chain made of light.
Her hands trembled.

Her breath hitched.

She could feel her body trying to say no—

and the universe forcing yes into her bones.

#7’s voice was quiet, almost respectful.

“I challenge you,” he said. “To Numbers.”

A ripple of confusion moved through the crowd.

#5 stared down at him, heart pounding.

“‘Numbers?” she whispered.

#7 nodded once.

“A game,” he said. “Simple. Honest.”

He lifted his gaze to the soldiers around the amphitheater.
“We wager lives,” he continued smoothly. “You and I.”

#5’s stomach dropped.



The microphone slipped in her grip slightly.

“What are you saying?” she demanded, voice cracking for the first time.
#7’s eyes remained steady.

“Each round,” he said, “we choose a number.”

He smiled faintly.

“If you guess wrong... you lose that many soldiers.”

A wave of horror rippled through the crowd.

#5’s voice rose, sharp.

“No,” she snapped. “Absolutely not.”

She stepped forward, fury igniting in her chest.

“You don’t get to walk into my world and demand | gamble with their lives.”
#7's gaze hardened.

“You don’t have a choice,” he replied.

#5’s jaw clenched.

“I do,” she said fiercely. “My people are not pieces in a game.”

#7’s smile returned.

“Aren’t they?” he murmured.

He leaned closer, his voice carrying just enough for the front rows to hear.
“Then why did One put them here?”

#5 flinched.

Because that question—
that cruel question—
hit something in her she didn’t want to face.

#7 straightened.

“Ta’lae binds you,” he said simply. “Accept.”



#5's chest heaved.

She looked out over her people.

Over the faces turned toward her.

Faces that believed she would save them.

Faces that had cried when she sang because they thought beauty was still possible.
Her voice dropped into a whisper.

“If | refuse...”

#7’s eyes darkened.

“Then | take what | want,” he said. “And your world dies without a shield.”
#5’s hands trembled violently now.

Not because she was weak.

Because love made you powerless in the worst way—

it gave the universe something to threaten.

She lowered her gaze, breathing hard.

Then she lifted her head.

Her voice was steady again.

Not soft.

Not kind.

Steel wrapped in melody.

“Fine,” she said.

The amphitheater gasped.

#5 stepped to the edge of the stage, looking down at #7 with eyes like storms.
“I accept,” she said.

The universe tightened around her like a lock clicking shut.



#7’s smile deepened.

“Good,” he murmured. “Then let’s begin.”

Behind #5, her band stood frozen, confused and horrified.
Her soldiers looked sick.

Her people stared like they’d just realized the world was bigger and crueler than they’d ever
imagined.

#5 lifted the microphone again.

Her voice carried through the silence—quiet, broken, human.
“This isn’t a show,” she said to her people.

Her eyes glistened.

“This is war.”

She swallowed hard.

“And I'm so sorry.”

The ocean wind sharpened.

The lanterns flickered.

And the Game of Numbers began beneath the lights of a stage where hope had just been
turned into a weapon.

CHAPTER 15 — The Wager of Breath

The amphitheater stayed silent long after #5 said war.

Thousands of people sat frozen in their seats, faces tilted toward the stage, eyes wide as if
waiting for someone to announce it had all been a joke. That the stranger would bow and leave.
That the lights would brighten and music would return.

But the air had already changed.



The sky felt heavier.

The sea beyond the stone terraces rolled in slow, patient waves like it didn’t care what mortals
were about to lose.

#5 stood at the edge of the stage, microphone held loosely at her side.
Her fingers trembled around it.

Not from fear.

From restraint.

From the violence of wanting to tear #7 apart with her bare hands and realizing she
couldn’t—not without dooming everyone here.

#7 waited below her, standing where the front rows began, expression calm and predatory.
He didn’t look nervous.

He looked satisfied.

Like he’d just tightened a leash and felt it hold.

A soldier moved near the stage stairs, hand on the hilt of his sword.

“My queen,” he murmured, voice breaking, “say the word and we’ll—"

#5 lifted a hand without turning.

He stopped immediately.

Because her people didn’t follow her out of fear.

They followed her out of love.

And that love was the only thing keeping panic from spreading like wildfire.
#7 tilted his head, watching the soldiers, watching the crowd.

“Still performing,” he said softly.

#5’s gaze snapped to him.

“You’re disgusting,” she hissed.

#7 smiled faintly.



“Say your number,” he replied.

#5 took a breath.

This was the cruelty.

Not a blade.

Not a battlefield.

A choice that turned human lives into math.

Her voice came low. “Explain the rules again.”

#7’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes gleamed.

“As many rounds as it takes,” he said. “We choose a number each round. If you guess the
number | choose, my army loses that many.”

He looked toward the soldiers in black armor lining the entry gates—his followers, brought
quietly into the city while music distracted the masses.

“If you guess wrong,” he continued, “your army loses the number you guessed.”
#5's throat tightened. “And if you guess wrong?”

#7's smile widened slightly.

“Then mine suffers,” he said, as if the idea amused him.
#5 stared at him, disgust twisting into dread.

“You want me to make mistakes,” she whispered.

#7 nodded calmly.

‘I want you to break,” he replied.

The words were said gently.

That was what made them monstrous.

#5’s jaw clenched until it hurt.

She looked out over the crowd again—over the faces watching her like she was the last candle
in a storm.

She thought of her songs.



How she’d written them in small rooms with trembling hands, trying to give her world something
beautiful enough to survive the dark.

She thought of the times her people had carried each other through hunger, through border
wars, through storms that tore villages apart.

They had endured because they had each other.

And now #7 was trying to turn that love into a weapon.
#5 lowered her gaze.

She could not outfight him.

But she could outthink him.

She inhaled slowly.

Then she stepped closer to the edge of the stage.
“Fine,” she said.

Her voice rang out, amplified across the amphitheater even without her speaking into the
microphone.

“If we’re going to wager lives...”

She looked directly at #7.

“Then we wager yours too.”

A ripple of murmurs spread through the crowd.

#7’s brow lifted slightly. “Cute.”

#5’s voice stayed cold. “What’s the range?”

#7 smiled.

“One to ten,” he replied. “The smallest numbers first.”
#5’s stomach tightened.

Ten lives at a time.

Not thousands in one sweep—yet.

But that was worse.



Because this wasn’t slaughter.

It was suspense.

It was death paced like entertainment.

#5’s hands trembled again, but she forced them still.
She closed her eyes.

In her mind, she pictured a metronome.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

If she panicked, she lost.

If she acted like a queen, she lost.

If she acted like a singer, she lost.

She had to become something else.

Something colder.

Something sharp enough to survive him.

#5 opened her eyes.

“Round one,” she said.

The words felt like poison.

#7’s smile deepened. “Choose.”

#5 stared at him.

If she chose high, she risked losing too many instantly.
If she chose low, she risked giving him a slow path to grind her down anyway.
She looked at the soldiers nearest the stage.

One of them met her eyes and nodded once—steady, loyal, willing.



That was what made it unbearable.

Because they would die for her without hesitation.
And she didn’t want them to.

Her voice came tight.

“| choose...” she swallowed hard, “three.”

The crowd gasped softly.

#7 didn’t react.

He simply lifted his hand, as if plucking a number out of the air.
“Wrong,” he said.

#5's blood ran cold.

She clenched her jaw.

“What did you choose?” she demanded.

#7’s eyes gleamed.

“Seven.”

The word landed like an execution.

A low sob broke somewhere in the crowd.

#5's fists clenched.

Then, beneath the amphitheater’s lower terraces, a scream erupted.
One scream—

then another—

then seven.

Seven soldiers standing guard at the southern gate suddenly convulsed as if their bodies had
been struck by invisible lightning.

They fell.

Hard.



Helmets clattering.
Weapons dropping.

Their throats opened in silent gasps as blood bloomed beneath their armor, spilling from places
no blade had touched.

Their eyes rolled back.

Their bodies stopped moving.

Dead.

Seven.

Just like that.

No warning.

No fight.

No honor.

#5’s knees nearly buckled.

She gripped the stage edge to steady herself, nails biting into stone.
The crowd erupted into chaos now—people screaming, crying, pushing toward exits.
Guards tried to calm them, but panic moved faster than orders.

#5 lifted the microphone abruptly.

Her voice thundered across the amphitheater, raw and commanding.
“STAY BACK!"

The crowd froze for a heartbeat, startled by the power in her voice.
She swallowed hard.

“Stay in your seats,” she ordered, voice shaking. “If you run, you'll die.”
The crowd trembled but slowed, terror held in place by her command.
#7 watched her with delighted calm.

“Good,” he murmured. “You're learning.”



#5's chest rose and fell violently.

She stared at the bodies near the gate.

Seven men who had smiled at her earlier.
Seven lives erased by a number.

Her voice cracked.

“You're a monster.”

#7's smile didn’t fade.

“I'm a survivor,” he replied.

He lifted his hand again, almost lazily.

“Round two.”

#5's eyes snapped back to him, fury blazing through her grief.
“No,” she hissed. “Not here.”

#7’s brow rose. “You want to move the game?”

#5 swallowed, voice tight. “My people are not going to watch their soldiers die like
entertainment.”

#7 considered this for a moment.

Then he nodded once.

“Fine,” he said. “We’ll take it to the battlefield.”
The crowd gasped again.

#5’s eyes narrowed. “Battlefield?”

#7 spread his arms slightly, as if presenting a gift.

“‘My army is already at your city’s edge,” he said calmly. “Your armies will meet us outside the
walls.”

#5’s heart sank.

Of course he’d prepared.



Of course he’'d stacked the board.

#7's gaze drifted across the amphitheater.

“Bring your pop-star army,” he murmured with quiet amusement. “Let them die to music.”
#5's face twisted with hatred.

She stepped down the stage stairs, walking toward him slowly.

Her voice dropped low, dangerous.

“You think this makes you strong,” she whispered.

#7 met her gaze without flinching.

“It makes me alive,” he replied.

The two of them stood close now, close enough that #5 could see the faint shimmer of green
magic lingering around his fingers, like residue from stolen screams.

#5's voice shook.

“You’re stealing children,” she whispered.

#7’s eyes darkened.

His smile vanished.

“Speak of that again,” he said softly, “and I'll choose ten next round.”
#5 froze.

Her stomach twisted.

Because she knew he would.

Because she knew he would enjoy forcing her silence.

A voice shouted from the amphitheater entrance.

“‘My queen!”

A captain rushed toward #5, helmet tucked under his arm, face pale with panic.

“Scouts report something on the horizon,” he gasped. “Ships—massive ships—coming from the
north sea!”



#5's blood went cold.

Her eyes snapped toward the ocean beyond the amphitheater.
The horizon was still clear—

but the wind had shifted.

The air smelled different now.

Not just salt.

Metal.

Smoke.

Ozone.

#7’s lips curved into a slow smile.

He didn’t look surprised.

He looked pleased.

“I wondered how long it would take them,” he murmured.

#5’s stomach dropped.

“Them?” she whispered.

#7’s gaze stayed fixed on the horizon, eyes gleaming like a blade catching light.
“Your next problem,” he said softly.

And then, faintly, far beyond the sea—

a shape appeared against the morning haze.

Not a sail.

Not a fishing vessel.

A warship.

Massive, dark, angular, moving too smoothly across the water like it wasn’'t bound by waves.

Then another.



Then another.

The crowd began to scream again.

Soldiers ran toward the walls.

#5 stood frozen, staring as the silhouettes grew clearer.
Her throat tightened.

Because she didn’t need prophecy to understand what she was looking at.
This wasn’t mortal warfare.

This was something larger.

Something cosmic, arriving with steel and fire.

#7 turned back to her, his voice almost tender.

“‘Round two,” he whispered.

“Choose your number.”

#5 stared at him, shaking.

And for the first time in her life...

she couldn’t find a song big enough to hold back the sky.

CHAPTER 16 — The Sky Breaks Open

The first cannon fired without warning.
There was no declaration.
No horn.

No moment for soldiers to brace themselves.



Just a sudden, violent boom that tore across the sea like thunder ripping its way into the world.
The horizon flashed.

A line of white light split the air—

and a heartbeat later, the northern wall of the city exploded.

Stone burst outward in a cloud of dust and fire. Shattered rock rained down into streets crowded
with running civilians. The shockwave punched through the air so hard it rattled teeth and
knocked people off their feet.

The amphitheater screamed.
The crowd surged.

#5’s body moved on instinct, lunging toward the edge of the terrace to look past the city spires
toward the sea.

Warships.
Not ships—monuments.

They moved across the water like floating continents made of iron. Their hulls were black and
angular, carved with glowing seams that pulsed faintly like veins. Their cannons weren’t round
barrels—they were long, rectangular mouths that opened and closed like beasts.

Each ship carried a symbol across its side:

A star-shaped sigil split into two halves.

One half burned with pale light.

One half swallowed it.

#5’s stomach dropped into something colder than fear.

This wasn’t invasion.

This was execution.

A captain beside her screamed orders down toward the city gates.
“Evacuate the northern districts! Move civilians to the lower shelters!”
But the command barely mattered.

The city was already falling apart.



Another cannon fired.

This one struck near the harbor.

The docks erupted into flame. Ships tore loose and slammed into each other. The ocean itself
jumped as if struck by a god’s fist, sending a wave crashing into the shore.

The sound that followed was not thunder.

It was hundreds of people screaming at once.

#7 stood a few paces away from #5, still near the amphitheater’s center aisle, looking out over

the destruction with calm fascination.

His lips curved.

“They’re here,” he murmured.

#5 snapped her gaze to him.

“You—" her voice broke, shaking with fury. “You knew!”
#7’s eyes stayed fixed on the warships.

“I hoped,” he replied softly. “But | wasn’t certain.”

He turned his head slightly, glancing at her.

“This is what the game becomes when the rules weaken,” he whispered. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

#5's face twisted with horror.
“Beautiful?” she hissed. “That’s my city!”
#7’s smile widened.

“They’re not here for your city,” he said.
His gaze lifted toward the sky.

“They’re here for you.”

The air above the amphitheater shuddered.

A low mechanical hum rolled in like a stormfront—deep enough to vibrate through bone.

#5 looked up.



And saw them.

Smaller craft peeling away from the main ships, dark shapes cutting through cloud cover like
blades. Their undersides glowed faintly, building heat, charging power.

The crowd panicked violently now.
People screamed and trampled and clawed toward exits.

Guards fought desperately to control them, but fear turned orderly humans into a stampede in
seconds.

#5 raised the microphone again, voice cracking but powerful.
“GET DOWN!” she shouted.

Some listened.

Most didn’t.

#7 lifted a hand, almost leisurely.

“‘Round two,” he said, voice calm as if the sky wasn'’t falling. “Choose your number.”
#5 stared at him like he was insane.

“You think I’'m playing your game while my people burn?”
#7’s eyes narrowed faintly.

“You don’t get to pause,” he replied.

Then he spoke again, sharp and ancient:

“Ta’lae.”

The word hit #5 like a chain snapping tight.

Her body went rigid.

Her breath caught.

Pain flared behind her eyes, not physical, but cosmic—an invisible pressure squeezing her soul
until it remembered the rules it couldn’t refuse.

#5’s hands trembled.

She hated him.



She hated him so much it made her vision blur.
But the universe demanded compliance.

Her lips parted.

“I choose—" she choked, voice shaking. “Four.”
#7's smile deepened.

He didn’t even hesitate.

“Eight,” he replied.

#5's blood went cold.

Eight soldiers would die.

Eight lives erased while the city died anyway.

It was meaningless.

Cruel.

Pointless.

And yet the chain held.

The moment #7 spoke the number, #5 felt the faint pull—the unseen mechanism reaching for
her army like a hand closing around throats—

But it didn’t happen.

Because the sky broke open first.

A fighter craft screamed overhead and fired.

A beam of white-hot energy struck the amphitheater itself.
The upper terraces detonated.

Stone shattered. Seats ripped free. Bodies launched through the air like scraps of cloth caught
in an explosion.

The stage collapsed in a roar of splintering wood and dying lights.

#5 threw herself forward instinctively, trying to reach the nearest civilians—



but the world tilted.

The shockwave slammed into her.

She flew backward.

Hit the ground hard.

Her head rang.

Her vision filled with dust and fire.

Somewhere nearby, someone screamed her name.
#5 struggled to push up—

and saw #7 standing untouched, as if destruction respected him enough to step around his
body.

He turned his face upward, eyes gleaming.
He whispered, almost pleased:

“Yes...”

Then another blast hit.

This one struck closer.

The ground beneath them split.

A trench tore through the amphitheater floor, ripping seats, stone, and screaming people into a
yawning gap.

The earth cracked like glass.

#5’s body slid toward the opening.

She clawed at broken stone, fingers scraping.
Her heart pounded.

Her breath came ragged.

She was going to fall.

A shadow moved through the dust.



#7 grabbed her wrist.

Not to save her.

To keep her close.

To keep her bound.

#5’s eyes snapped to his.

His smile was cruel.

“You see?” he whispered. “This is what happens when you defy inevitability.”
#5's voice trembled with rage.

“Let... me... go.”

#7 tightened his grip.

“You’re mine until the game ends,” he murmured.
Then a third blast hit.

Directly above them.

The sky ignited.

And something massive fell—

not debris.

Not rock.

A spear of molten metal ripped downward from the broken terraces, glowing bright orange,
spinning end over end.

It slammed into the ground between #5 and #7.

The impact exploded outward with a shockwave of heat and shrapnel.
#7 staggered back.

#5 screamed, shielding her face—

and in the chaos, something caught her left side.

A flash of agony so absolute it erased thought.



Her left arm—

gone.

Her left leg—

gone.

Not crushed.

Not broken.

Gone in a burst of fire and metal and blood.

The pain didn’t come like a wave.

It came like the universe reaching inside her and ripping out a piece of her existence.
#5's scream tore out of her like an animal’s.

She hit the ground hard, blood pouring, vision tunneling, breath turning into sharp choking
gasps.

She heard the crowd’s screams fade.
She heard only her own.

And above it all—

#7 laughing.

Not loud.

Not manic.

A quiet laugh of satisfaction.

“You’re mortal,” he whispered to her.

#5’s hands—her remaining hand—scrabbled against the ground, trying to crawl away, trying to
escape the gap splitting the amphitheater open beneath them.

#7 stepped toward her slowly.
He raised his hand.

Green shimmer coiled around his fingers again.



He was going to finish it.
Not because he had to.
Because he wanted to.
#5’s vision blurred.

Dust choked her lungs.

Her body began to go numb, shock creeping in to save her from the pain her mind couldn’t
survive.

And then—

the air shifted again.

Different.

Heavier.

Not a warship’s hum.

Not the crack of artillery.

Something older.

Something that made even the chaos hesitate.

A figure landed on the shattered stage remains with a sound like stone striking stone.
#4.

Her clothes were torn. Her hands were bloody. Her chest heaved with hard breath.
But her eyes—

her eyes were clear.

Furious.

Alive.

#7’s smile faltered for the first time since the bombing began.

“You,” he hissed.

#4 didn’'t answer.



She sprinted.
Not toward #7—
toward #5.

#4 dropped beside her instantly, hands trembling as they pressed down on #5’s wounds, trying
to stop the bleeding with mortal desperation.

#5’s eyes fluttered.
She looked up at #4 through pain and smoke.

Her voice was barely audible.

#4’s voice cracked.

“Because you’re not dying today,” she whispered fiercely.
#7 stepped closer, anger sharpening his magic.
“You think you can steal her too?” he snarled.

#4 looked up slowly.

And the firelight caught her face.

Not kind.

Not gentle.

Righteous.

“You already stole enough,” #4 whispered.

#7 lifted his hand—

but he never got to strike.

A shadow passed over them.

The kind of shadow that made the world feel small.
#4 looked up.

#7 looked up.



#5, half-conscious, looked up.

A warship had moved directly over the city.

Close enough now that the underside blocked the sun.

Close enough that the seams of glowing light across its belly pulsed like veins.
A hatch opened.

And something dropped.

Not a bomb.

A man.

He descended through smoke like a falling star, cloak snapping, boots angled perfectly for
impact.

He hit the ruined amphitheater with a crash that cracked stone.
The dust cleared just enough—

and #8 stood there, smiling.

He looked at #7 like he’d found something amusing.

#7's eyes widened, suddenly wary.

“Player Seven,” #8 said warmly. “You're making a mess.”

#7 snarled. “Stay out of this.”

#8 laughed softly.

“Oh, | can’t,” he replied. “Because you were never meant to win.”
#7 lifted his hand, green shimmer flaring.

#8 didn’t move.

He simply raised his own hand—

and the air bent.

Not a little.

Not a shimmer.



Reality itself buckled.

Because somewhere above this world, something had changed.
The rules were weakening.

And #8 was using what shouldn’t have been allowed.

Power.

#7’s eyes widened with recognition.

His voice cracked.

“No...”

#8 smiled wider.

“Yes,” he whispered.

Then he snapped his fingers.

And the warship above fired again.

A beam of white-hot light slammed into the amphitheater floor directly beneath #7.
The explosion was instant.

There was no time to scream.

No time to run.

#7 was swallowed by fire, stone, and collapsing earth in the same breath.
His body didn’t fall.

It vanished.

Erased.

Scorched out of existence like a mistake corrected violently.
The Ta'lae chain snapped with a sound only gods could feel.

#5 gasped as something invisible released her throat.

But her body was still broken.



Her blood still pouring.

Her vision fading.

#4 pressed harder, hands slick, voice desperate.
“Stay with me,” she begged. “Stay—stay—"

#8 walked closer, boots crunching on rubble, eyes bright with satisfaction.
He looked down at #5’s mutilated body.

At #4’s hands soaked in blood.

And he smiled like it was all exactly what he wanted.
From above, another presence descended.

Not with flames.

With silence.

#9 stepped from the smoke as if he belonged there.
His eyes flicked briefly to #7’s obliteration.

Then to #5.

Then to #4.

His expression remained calm.

“Good,” #9 murmured. “One piece removed.”

#4 glared up at him, shaking.

“You did this,” she hissed.

#9’s gaze settled on her like a blade.

“We did what the game demanded,” he replied.
#4's voice broke. “This isn’t a game anymore!”

#9’s eyes gleamed.

“That’s the point.”



#8 crouched beside #5, tilting his head as if admiring art.
“She’s still alive,” he said.

#4’s voice shook with fury. “Help her!”

#8 laughed softly.

“Why would 1?” he asked.

#4 lunged toward him—

but #9 lifted a hand.

And the air itself forced her back, pinning her in place like an insect trapped under glass.
#4 gasped, struggling.

“You want her alive?” #9 asked calmly. “Then carry her.”
#4’s eyes burned with hatred. “You—"

#9’s voice stayed cold.

“Move,” he commanded.

And in the next heartbeat, the amphitheater groaned.
The entire structure began to collapse.

Stone snapped.

Terraces crumbled.

The ground split wider.

The world was folding into ruin.

#4’s panic surged.

She ripped free from the pressure with sheer desperation and grabbed #5’s remaining hand.
#5’s eyes fluttered open.

Pain and shock made her look small.

Human.



Terrified.

#4’s voice broke.

“I've got you,” she whispered.
Then she lifted #5.

It wasn’t graceful.

It wasn’t heroic.

It was desperate and heavy and real—#5’s blood soaking into #4’s clothes as #4 stumbled
forward through rubble and smoke.

Behind them, #8 and #9 walked away as if leaving a theater after a show they’d enjoyed.
The warships above continued firing.

The city screamed.

And #4 ran—

carrying a pop icon queen who had once believed music could save the world,

now reduced to flesh and blood and missing limbs,

still alive only because kindness refused to let her die where monsters laughed.

CHAPTER 17 — The City Without a Chorus

#4 ran until her lungs tore.
Not metaphorically.
Not like the poetic suffering of heroes in old myths.

She ran until every breath felt like dragging broken glass through her chest.



#5's blood soaked through her clothing, hot and slick, turning her arms into shaking weights.
The missing limbs made her lighter than she should’ve been... and that was its own horror. It
was wrong to feel how little of her remained in #4’s grasp.

Wrong to feel the emptiness where a person’s body was supposed to be whole.
Behind them, the amphitheater collapsed in full.

Stone screamed as it cracked. Whole terraces folded downward like a jaw closing. Dust billowed
into the sky, swallowing the lantern glow and turning it into a ghostly haze.

The sound wasn'’t just destruction.

It was the end of something sacred.

The place where #5’s voice had once turned sorrow into song was now being buried under ash.
#4 stumbled, nearly falling as a tremor rolled through the ground.

She gritted her teeth and kept moving.

#5’s head lolled against her shoulder, her breath shallow, eyes half-open and glassy.
The queen’s lips moved faintly.

No sound came out.

#4 adjusted her grip, voice raw. “Don’t talk,” she panted. “Save your strength.”

#5’s remaining hand tightened weakly on #4’s sleeve.

Her eyes fluttered, unfocused.

“...My... people...” she whispered.

#4's throat tightened so hard it hurt.

She didn’t know what to say.

Because there was nothing she could say that wasn’t cruel.

“Alive,” #4 lied.

It wasn’t a lie meant to deceive.

It was a lie meant to keep a dying woman’s heart beating.

#5's eyes closed again.



They burst through the side exit of the amphitheater into the city streets.
And the world #5 had built was dying in front of them.

The streets were jammed with civilians fleeing northward—mothers clutching infants, fathers
dragging children, elderly men limping with canes they’d never needed until now. People
screamed names into the smoke, searching for loved ones in the chaos.

A man stumbled past #4, face bloodied, eyes wild.
“Where’s the queen?!” he cried. “Where is she?!”

His voice broke.

“We need her!”

#4’s arms tightened around #5.

Her stomach twisted.

Because the queen was here.

And she was bleeding out like any other mortal.

A blast shook the ground again.

Buildings shuddered.

Glass shattered overhead, raining down like sharp snow.
#4 ducked instinctively, shielding #5's face with her own shoulder.
A shard cut #4’s cheek.

Warm blood slid down her jaw.

She didn’t care.

She kept moving.

Her eyes scanned for somewhere—anywhere—to hide.
Shelters.

A clinic.

A temple.



A sewer.

Anything.

But the city had been designed for beauty.

Not survival.

Not bombardment from gods who treated war like breathing.
A group of soldiers ran toward them, faces blackened by smoke, armor scorched.
One of them spotted #5 in #4’s arms.

His eyes widened in horror.

“‘My queen—!"

#4’s voice cracked. “Help me!”

The soldier lunged forward, reaching out—

Then the air above them screamed.

A shadow passed low.

A fighter craft.

It fired.

The street behind the soldiers exploded.

Fire swallowed them instantly.

#4 recoiled violently, stumbling away, her ears ringing.
The heat hit like a wall.

The screams lasted only a second.

Then they were gone.

Gone.

Just like that.

#4’s breath hitched.



She stared at the burning crater where they’d been.
Her legs shook.

She wanted to vomit.

But #5’s weight in her arms forced her forward.
Because if she stopped now, they’d both die.

And #4 refused.

A voice—soft and sharp—drifted through the smoke.
“‘Running already?”

#4 froze.

She turned slowly.

At the end of the street, standing beneath a broken archway as if the world wasn’t collapsing
around him, #9 watched her.

His posture was calm.

Elegant.

His face was untouched by smoke, by dust, by chaos.

He looked like he belonged in a palace, not a slaughterhouse.
And somehow that made him worse than #8.

#4’s arms tightened around #5 instinctively.

“What do you want?” she hissed.

#9 tilted his head.

“To observe,” he replied. “To understand.”

#4's voice shook with rage. “You're killing everyone!”

#9’s gaze flicked to the burning buildings, the running civilians, the bodies.
Then back to her.

“Yes,” he said simply.



#4’s eyes widened.

“You’re admitting it?”

#9's lips curved faintly.

“It's pointless to lie to someone who already knows the shape of the truth,” he murmured.
#4 stared at him, trembling.

Her voice cracked.

“This is my fault,” she whispered.

#9 raised a brow. “Is it?”

#4 clenched her jaw.

“If I hadn’t interfered—if | hadn’t challenged Seven, if | hadn’t—"
#9 interrupted, voice colder now.

“If you hadn’t done what a hero is supposed to do,” he murmured, “then Seven would still be
alive, and children would still be dying in a forest.”

#4 flinched.

#9’s eyes sharpened.

“Do not confuse cause with blame,” he said softly. “This is not your sin.”
His gaze drifted down to #5’s broken body.
“This,” he added, “is consequence.”

#4’s stomach twisted.

She backed away slowly, still holding #5.
“What are you?” she whispered.

#9’s eyes gleamed.

“A winner,” he replied.

The word was simple.

Final.



Then he lifted his hand.

The air around him warped slightly, as if reality bent politely for him.
#4’s heart slammed.

She turned and ran.

Not because she was a coward.

Because she was carrying a dying queen.

And she would not give #9 the pleasure of killing her too.

Behind her, she heard #9 speak, calm and almost amused.

“You can’t outrun the sky, Player Four.”

#4 didn’t answer.

She ran through smoke-choked alleys, past shattered storefronts, past banners bearing #5’s
symbol now torn and burning.

The city that had once sung her name now screamed it in panic.
#5 stirred weakly.

Her voice was barely a breath.

“...l...cant... feel...”

#4 swallowed hard.

“I know,” she whispered, tears burning her eyes. “I know.”
#5’s eyes fluttered open.

They were unfocused.

But the pain in them was clear.

“...My arm...” she whispered.

Her breath hitched.

“...My leg...”

#4 couldn’t stop the tears now.



She blinked them away violently.
“You’re alive,” #4 whispered. “That’'s what matters.”

#5's lips trembled.

‘I can’t...” she choked. “I can’t sing...”

The words shattered #4 worse than the blood.

Because to #5, her voice wasn’t just music.

It was identity.

It was how she led.

How she loved.

How she saved.

And now, surrounded by smoke and ruin, she believed it had been taken.
#4 pressed her forehead briefly to #5’s hair as she ran.
“You can still sing,” she whispered fiercely. “You can still—”
A tremor hit the ground again.

A building ahead collapsed, blocking the alley.

#4 skidded to a stop, breath ragged.

She turned, searching for another path—

and saw #8 standing in the mouth of the street behind her.
He walked through the smoke like a god returning home.

His armor gleamed faintly with light that didn’t belong to this world. His eyes shone with
excitement.

He looked delighted.
Like a child watching fireworks.
#4’s blood went ice-cold.

#8 smiled.



“Hello again,” he said cheerfully.

#4 stepped backward, clutching #5.

“Stay away,” she hissed.

#8 tilted his head. “Or what?”

#4’s jaw clenched. “I'll kill you.”

#8 laughed.

“Oh,” he said, amused. “You can try.”

He took a step forward.

The air around him shimmered faintly, the same wrongness #4 had felt from #7 and #9.
The rules were broken now.

The boundaries were cracking.

#4 felt it in her bones:

The game was no longer mortal.

Not truly.

#8's gaze drifted to #5 in her arms.

His smile softened.

“Such a shame,” he murmured. “She was beloved.”
#5’s eyes fluttered open again, barely.

She stared at #8 like she was looking at death itself.
#8 leaned closer.

“You're still alive,” he whispered, almost impressed. “| didn’t expect that.”
#5’s remaining hand clenched weakly.

Her voice came out broken.

“...Monster...”



#8's smile widened.

“Yes,” he admitted happily. “I think | am.”

Then he looked back at #4.

“And you,” he said softly, “are becoming interesting.”

#4’s breath shook.

“What do you want?”

#8's eyes gleamed bright.

“I want you to keep running,” he whispered.

Then he gestured up at the sky.

Because the warships above them weren’t just firing randomly.
They were moving.

Positioning.

Hunting.

And the moment #8 pointed, one of the ships turned slightly—
and a cannon began to glow.

Charging.

Aiming at the alley.

#4’s heart slammed.

She had one second.

One choice.

Fight a god.

Or flee the sky.

She turned and ran again, choosing survival over pride, choosing motion over death.

Behind her, #8 laughed softly.



And above, the cannon fired.

A beam of white-hot light ripped into the city street behind them.
The explosion was so violent it threw #4 forward, slamming her to the ground.
#5 flew from her arms.

#4 screamed, scrambling—

“No—NO!”

She dragged herself through rubble and smoke toward #5’s body.
#5 lay twisted on the stone, blood pooling beneath her, face pale as bone.
Her eyes were open.

Staring.

Breath barely there.

#4 grabbed her, pulling her back into her arms, sobbing.
“Please,” #4 whispered. “Please don't—"

#5’s lips moved.

A whisper came out.

Not words.

A sound.

A note.

Small.

Broken.

But real.

#4 froze.

She stared down at #5.

#5’s eyes flickered toward her.



And in the middle of a burning city, with gods laughing above them and mortals dying all
around—

#5 sang.

Just one note.

Not for the crowd.

Not for the stage.

Not for fame.

For herself.

For her people.

For the fact that even broken bodies could still carry music.
#4’s throat tightened.

She swallowed her sob.

Then she stood again, shaking, lifting #5.
And she ran—

carrying the last note of a dying chorus in her arms.

CHAPTER 18 — The Shadow Between
Sparks

The city burned like a dying song.
Not all at once.

Not with one merciful collapse.



But in pieces—district by district, street by street—each fire blooming like a new wound across
the skyline.

Buildings that had once glittered with glass and art now crumbled into molten skeletons. Smoke
rolled through alleyways thick as grief. Ash drifted down in slow spirals, landing on faces, on
hands, on open mouths that screamed until their throats bled.

And above it all—

the warships moved like predators.
Their cannons glowed.

Their hulls cut through clouds.

They circled the world as if it were meat.

#4 ran through the ruins, her arms screaming, her legs shaking, her breath ripping through her
lungs in ragged bursts. #5—Lena—was almost weightless now in her grasp, and that was the
most terrifying part.

Not because it made carrying her easier.
Because it meant she was slipping away.

Lena’s blood left a trail behind them, dark and shining on broken stone. Her face had gone pale,
lips colorless, lashes dusted with ash like frost.

Every few steps, her body jerked with pain.
Every few steps, she tried to speak.

But the smoke stole her strength.

Behind them, footsteps crunched through rubble.
Calm.

Unhurried.

Hunting.

#8 and #9 didn’t chase like mortals.

They stalked.

They knew the city.



Or rather—
they didn’t need to.

Because wherever #4 ran, there were only two truths:

No shelter could hide them.

And no distance could save them.

A voice echoed through the smoke behind them, bright with amusement.
“Keep going, Player Four!”

#8.

His tone was almost playful—like this was a game of tag and not a massacre.
#4’s jaw clenched.

Her vision blurred.

Her arms trembled.

But she forced herself forward anyway.

Then the street ended.

A wall of fallen stone blocked the alley ahead—an entire building collapsed sideways, sealing
the passage like a tomb.

#4 skidded to a stop, boots scraping, chest heaving. She looked left—flames. Right—debris and
bodies. Back—

Smoke.

And two silhouettes approaching like the last thing a dying world ever saw.

#4 staggered backward, clutching Lena tighter.

Lena stirred weakly, her remaining hand gripping #4’s sleeve with trembling desperation.
“...Four...” she whispered.

Her voice cracked like broken glass.

‘I can’t— | can’t do this...”

#4’s throat tightened.



“Stay with me,” #4 whispered, voice shaking. “Stay with me.”
Lena’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused but wet with pain.

She looked at the burning city behind #4 like she was seeing her own death reflected in the
flames.

“They took everything,” she whispered. “My people... my voice... my body...”
Her breathing hitched and a sob tore out of her—raw, broken, human.
“Please,” Lena begged, “leave me.”

#4 froze.

Lena’s lips trembled.

“Save yourself,” she pleaded again, tears mixing with ash. “Please... | don’t have anything left.”
#4’s heart cracked so sharply she felt it like a physical wound.

She shook her head hard, almost violent.

“No,” she whispered.

Lena’s eyes squeezed shut.

“You don’t understand—"

“l do,” #4 choked. “l understand too much.”

She swallowed hard and lowered Lena carefully to the ground, keeping one arm around her
shoulders so she wouldn’t collapse into the rubble.

Lena’s breath turned into shallow, panicked gasps as pain roared through her body again.
#4 leaned down until their foreheads nearly touched.

Her voice was low.

Certain.

Fierce enough to hold back the end of the world.

“Listen to me,” #4 said, tears burning her eyes. “You are my sister, Lena...”

Lena’s breath hitched.



“...and | won’t leave you here,” #4 whispered, voice breaking, “not like this.”
Her gaze sharpened as she looked over Lena’s bloodied face.

“Not to monsters.”

Behind them, #8’s boots crunched closer.

#9’s presence followed—silent and suffocating, like a cold hand closing around the throat of the
street.

#4 lifted her head slowly.

Her hands were shaking.

Her body was failing.

But something inside her had gone still.

That stillness wasn’t peace.

It was the moment right before a blade falls.

#4 reached down to the ground and grabbed the nearest weapon she could find.
Not a sword.

Not a spear.

A broken shard of glass from a shattered streetlamp.

Jagged.

Cruel.

Sharp enough.

She tightened her grip until the edges bit into her palm, blood sliding down her fingers.
The pain grounded her.

Made her present.

Made her ready.

#8 stepped into view through the smoke, blade in hand, grin bright as firelight.



He looked like the kind of man who would smile while the world ended—simply because he
loved being alive enough to watch it burn.

“Well,” #8 said pleasantly, “this is sweet.”
He tilted his head at Lena.

“Pop icon,” he murmured. “Queen.”

His grin widened.

“Now just meat.”

#4’s body tensed.

She rose to her feet, standing over Lena like a shield made of bone and desperation, glass
shard held like a dagger.

#8’s eyes gleamed with delight.

“Oh good,” he said. “You're going to try.”

#9 stepped into the edge of the alley behind #8, quiet as a thought.

His eyes were calm.

Analytical.

He didn’t smile.

He simply watched, like he was studying the moment a creature decided it wanted to live.
#4’s voice shook, but she forced it steady.

“Come closer,” she said.

#8 laughed softly.

“Brave,” he replied. “Stupid, but brave.”

He raised his blade.

The metal hummed faintly—wrong, ancient, sharpened by stolen rule-breaking.
He took one step forward.

Then another.



The glass shard trembled in #4’s grip.

Her knees screamed.

Her lungs burned.

But she didn’t move.

She didn’t back away.

She didn’t blink.

Because she had decided something:

If she died here, she would die standing.

#8’s grin sharpened into something predatory.

“Say goodbye,” he murmured.

He lifted his blade—

And the street went silent.

Not because the fires stopped roaring.

Not because the warships stopped humming.

But because something older than all of it stepped into the world.
The smoke at the far end of the alley moved like it had been pushed aside by an invisible hand.
The air grew colder.

Heavier.

The rubble trembled faintly, like the city itself recognized the presence approaching.
A shadow unfolded.

Not cast by flames—

but born from the space between light.

A man walked into the alley.

Not running.



Not rushing.

Walking, as if time itself had slowed to watch him arrive.

His clothes were simple—dark, travel-worn, dusted with ash.

But the darkness around him was not ash.

It was alive.

It moved with him like a cloak of midnight breathing in rhythm with the cosmos.
#8's grin faltered.

#9’s eyes narrowed.

And for the first time since the bombardment began, the hunters stopped stalking.
Because they recognized him.

Even mortals who had never known the universe’s true shape would have felt it:
This was not another player.

This was a calamity given a name.

The man’s gaze lifted to #8’s raised blade.

His voice carried through the burning street with quiet violence.

“You raise steel toward our sisters,” he said, tone like the edge of a black tide—
“You hunt them as if they are prey...”

His eyes sharpened, and the air bent as though the world itself flinched.

“You break the sanctity of One’s game.”

A single step forward.

The smoke recoiled.

“And you dare... stand before me.”

The words before me landed like a verdict.

#8’s fingers tightened around his blade.



He tried to smile again.
Failed.

#9’s expression stayed controlled, but his body shifted subtly—just enough to show what even
he wouldn’t admit aloud:

fear.

The man’s gaze drifted past them, not impressed by armies, not impressed by warships, not
impressed by power stolen through loopholes.

Then he spoke his names—

not as a boast—

but as a declaration of the universe’s oldest truth:

Some powers do not bend.

His voice deepened, rolling through the street like thunder trapped inside a cathedral.
‘I am the shadow that bends starlight to its knees,” he said.

“The breath swallowed in the silence between creation’s first sparks.”
The darkness around him stirred, coiling like a living thing tasting blood.
“I am the blade that carves fate from the ribs of infinity—"

His eyes flashed, void-dark and endless.

“Tao.”

The single name hit the air like a black sun rising.

“And | am the eater of worlds...”

A pause.

A terrible, patient pause.

“...and the gifter of stardust.”

The warships above them hummed louder, as if reacting.

Or recoiling.



#8'’s voice came out tight, forced casualness cracking at the edges.
“Number Two,” he said.

His grin twitched like a dying thing.

“This isn’t your world.”

Tao—#2—tilted his head slightly.

And the gesture felt like a planet shifting.

“It is not yours either,” he replied.

#9 finally spoke, voice smooth, measured.

“You refused the game,” he said. “You chose mortality.”

Tao’s eyes flicked to him.

Cold.

Ancient.

Not angry.

Worse.

Disappointed.

“I chose love,” Tao said quietly.

Then his gaze drifted behind #4, landing on Lena’s mutilated body on the ground.
Something in Tao’s face changed.

Not softness.

Not pity.

A fissure.

A crack in eternity.

Because even beings made of darkness could feel rage when innocence was butchered.

Tao took one step forward—



and the shadows in the alley deepened into something thick, almost liquid.
#8 stepped backward without thinking.

The movement was involuntary.

Instinct.

The kind prey made when they saw the shape of their own death.
#9’s eyes narrowed further.

He took a controlled step back too.

Not because he wanted to run.

Because he understood truth:

Even with armies.

Even with warships.

Even with stolen power.

They were not enough.

Tao’s voice lowered.

“You have mistaken this game for permission,” he murmured.
His gaze lifted toward the sky.

Toward the warships.

Toward the cannons glowing faintly.

Then back to #8 and #9.

“But | am not bound by your arrogance.”

#8’s jaw clenched.

He tried to steady himself.

Tried to look unafraid.

But the fear was already in his posture.



In his breath.

In the way his blade no longer looked like victory—only a mistake.
#9’s voice stayed calm, but it was thinner now.

“We are not your enemy,” he said carefully.

Tao’s eyes darkened.

“Today,” Tao replied.

The word held a promise inside it.

Then Tao stepped forward again.

And the world seemed to lean away from him.

#4 stood frozen, glass shard still in her hand, trembling—not from fear of Tao, but from the
overwhelming relief crashing through her like a wave.

She looked back at Lena.

Lena’s eyes were open, staring up at Tao, barely conscious.
Her lips trembled.

“...Two...” she whispered, like the name was a prayer she didn’t know she remembered.
Tao’s gaze flicked toward her.

For one heartbeat, the darkness in his eyes softened.

Just a fraction.

Then he looked back at #8 and #9.

And his voice became final.

‘Leave,” he commanded.

#8 swallowed hard.

He backed away another step.

#9’s gaze lingered on Tao, calculating, furious, controlled—

Then he stepped backward as well.



The two hunters retreated into the smoke like predators realizing they’d wandered too close to
something older than the food chain.

Above them, the warships shifted course.

Not fleeing.

But repositioning.

Watching.

Waiting.

Because even they had learned this truth:

Tao had arrived.

And the entire star system had just changed shape.
#4’s breath finally escaped her in a broken sob.

She dropped to her knees beside Lena, pressing her hand against Lena’s chest, desperate to
keep her tethered to life.

Tao moved closer.

His shadow fell over both of them like a shelter made of night.
He looked down at #4, then at Lena.

His voice softened, but it was still thunder beneath the gentleness.
“You did not leave her,” he said.

#4’s throat tightened.

“l couldn’t,” she whispered. “l—she—"

Tao’s gaze held hers.

Then he nodded once.

A single motion.

An acknowledgement.

Not praise.



Recognition.

Because gods didn’t give compliments.

They gave witness.

Tao looked toward the burning skyline one last time.
The world was collapsing.

And he had stepped into it anyway.

He exhaled slowly.

And in that exhale, the darkness around them deepened, folding like a cloak around the three of
them.

“Hold on,” Tao murmured.
The shadows gathered.
The flames roared.

The warships watched.
And then—

the street bent.

Not physically.

Not like a door opening.

Like reality remembering there were still beings in existence who could tear holes in the fabric of
worlds.

The space in front of them darkened into an impossible seam.
A slit of night in the middle of fire.

#4's eyes widened.

“What is that?” she whispered.

Tao’s voice was low.

“The spaces inbetween time,” he replied.



And with that, he reached into the darkness—

and the universe held its breath.

CHAPTER 19 — Inbetween Time

The tear in the world did not glow.
It did not shimmer like magic or flare like fire.

It was darker than darkness—
a wound cut into reality so cleanly that the air around it seemed afraid to touch it.

A slit of night suspended in the burning street.
And when Tao stepped toward it, the city itself felt smaller.

#4 held Lena tighter, her arms trembling from exhaustion and blood loss and sheer refusal to
collapse. Her fingers were slick with Lena’s life, and every second her pulse weakened made
panic rise in #4’s throat like poison.

“Tao—" #4 whispered, voice shaking. “She’s fading.”

Lena’s eyes fluttered.

Her lips moved soundlessly.

Her remaining hand clung to #4’s sleeve like it was the last thread tying her to the world.
Tao didn’t panic.

He didn’t rush.

But the darkness around him tightened, coiling closer like it could sense time slipping away.
“Then we do not waste another breath,” Tao said quietly.

He knelt beside Lena.

For the first time, his voice softened enough to become human.



“Stay,” he murmured to her, as if speaking to a frightened child. “Not because the universe
deserves you... but because she does.”

Lena’s lashes trembled.

A sound escaped her throat—half sob, half note.

And then her eyes rolled slightly.

Her body went heavy.

#4 sucked in a sharp breath.

“‘No—no—no—’

Tao’s gaze snapped to #4.

His voice was absolute.

“Hold her,” he commanded.

#4 obeyed instantly, repositioning Lena so Tao could reach her wounds.
Tao placed one hand over the ruined place where Lena’s left arm had been.
His fingers didn’t glow.

They didn’t burn.

The air simply dimmed around his hand as if he was drinking the light.
Then he placed his other hand over the bleeding stump where her left leg had been.
The shadows deepened.

Not to hide the wounds.

To consume the bleeding.

The blood didn’t stop like a bandage stopped it.

It stopped like the universe had been told, Enough.

Lena gasped sharply.

Her back arched once with pain.

Then she slumped again, breath still shallow—but present.



Alive.

#4's eyes filled instantly.

“Oh my god...” she whispered, voice breaking.
Tao stood.

The street behind them roared with distant collapse. Somewhere, another cannon fired and the
world shook. Far above, warships drifted in lazy arcs like sharks circling dying prey.

But Tao didn’t look up.

He stepped to the tear in reality and extended his hand.

The darkness responded.

It widened.

Not like a door swinging open.

Like a wound being pulled apart.

A thin, soundless scream vibrated through the air—one only something eternal could hear.
Beyond the tear was not another street.

Not another alley.

It was nothing.

And within that nothing was everything that didn’t belong to time.
Cold swallowed the firelight.

The edges of the world went soft.

#4’s breath caught as she stared into it.

She couldn’t see depth.

She couldn’t see distance.

She could only see an endless void layered with faint strands of starlight—threads of reality
stretched thin and humming, like the universe’s veins exposed.

“What is that...” she whispered again, barely able to speak.



Tao’s voice was low.
“Inbetween Time,” he repeated.
Then he looked at #4—really looked at her.

His gaze fell to the broken glass shard in her hand, to the blood on her palms, to the terror in
her eyes.

“You were willing to die,” Tao said quietly.

#4 swallowed hard.

“I was willing to not leave her,” she whispered.
Tao held her gaze.

Then he nodded once.

“Good,” he murmured.

He stepped back to Lena, lifting her with a gentleness that didn’t match the violence in his
name.

Lena’s head fell against his shoulder like she weighed nothing at all.
Then Tao turned toward the tear.

“Stay close,” he said.

#4 stumbled after him immediately, legs shaking.

The moment Tao crossed the threshold, the air vanished.
Not thinned—vanished.

Fire sound disappeared.

The roar of the city was cut off like a throat being slit.
The heat dropped away so instantly #4’s skin prickled.
She stepped through—

and the universe ended.

Or at least, it felt like it did.



There was no ground.

No sky.

No horizon.

#4 stood on nothing and yet did not fall.

Her stomach lurched violently.

Her mind screamed that this was wrong, wrong, wrong—

but her body remained held in place by something she couldn’t name.

Everywhere around them was darkness layered with faint cosmic embers—glimmers that looked
like stars trapped inside black ice.

And drifting through it all were shapes—
not creatures.

Not exactly.

Fragments of moments.

A laugh from somewhere far away.
A battlefield scream.

A child’s whisper.

A hand reaching for a lover.

A crown falling.

Memory-shards, suspended in the seams of time.

#4’s breath hitched.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

Tao walked forward slowly, Lena limp in his arms.

“This is where time goes when it is not needed,” he said.

His voice echoed strangely—not louder, but deeper, like it traveled through multiple realities at
once.

“This is the corridor between seconds,” Tao continued. “The space between worlds. The crack
between the pages.”

#4'’s eyes widened.



She saw it then—

thin lines in the darkness, stretching outward like paths.
Each one pulsed with faint light.

Each one led somewhere.

Somewhere real.

Somewhere burning.

Somewhere alive.

Tao stepped toward one path in particular.

It shimmered like a quiet river of night.

And as he approached, the darkness around him responded with recognition—like this corridor
knew his name, knew his power, knew the shape of his footsteps.

#4 swallowed, trying not to fall apart.

She looked down at Lena.

Lena’s breathing was steadier now, but her face was still pale, lips trembling faintly.
“Is she going to live?” #4 whispered.

Tao didn’t answer immediately.

His jaw tightened.

And for a moment #4 saw it—beneath the eternity, beneath the titles and darkness—
the fear.

Not of death.

Of loss.

“She is alive,” Tao said finally, voice controlled. “That is what | can give her.”

He glanced at #4.

“The rest,” he murmured, “she must choose.”

They moved deeper.



The farther they walked, the more #4 felt the world around them pulling at her senses like
hooks.

She heard distant voices in the dark.

Sometimes it sounded like her own.

Sometimes it sounded like One’s voice, whispering laws into existence.
Sometimes it sounded like laughter that made her skin crawl.

She squeezed her eyes shut, breath shaking.

“Tao...” she whispered.

He slowed slightly.

“Do not listen,” he said, voice low. “This place shows you everything you could become.”
#4’s throat tightened.

“And you?” she asked quietly.

Tao’s gaze went forward, expression unreadable.

“This place shows me everything | refused,” he said.

The words carried weight.

Regret, buried so deep it had become part of his shadow.

They reached a wide opening in the corridor—an arch of pure darkness shaped like a crescent
moon.

Tao stopped.

And then, slowly, he reached into the void beside the arch.

Not searching blindly.

Reaching like someone putting their hand into a sheath they’d worn for eternity.
The darkness rippled.

Space folded.

And something answered him.



A blade slid into existence.

Not forged metal.

Not mortal steel.

It was as if the cosmos had been sharpened into a weapon.

The sword was impossibly long, its surface swirling with stars and nebulae—galaxies trapped in
its edge, constellations moving like living ink beneath its skin.

It did not reflect light.

It contained it.

#4’s breath left her in a soundless gasp.

“That’s...” she whispered.

“Toji,” Tao said.

His fingers closed around the hilt.

And the weapon hummed softly, like it remembered his hand.

The sound made #4’s bones feel small.

Made her mortality feel like a paper shield.

Tao lifted the blade slightly, and the corridor itself bent around it as if reality didn’t want to be cut.
Then he turned toward the shimmering path ahead.

“Hold onto me,” Tao said.

#4 didn’t hesitate.

She stepped close, gripping the back of his sleeve with shaking fingers while he held Lena.
Tao raised Toji—

and with one smooth motion, he sliced through the path.

The cut didn’t create sparks.

It created absence.

A clean opening into another world, like a page being torn from a book.



Cold air rushed through.

Real air.

The smell of pine and rain and stone.

#4’s eyes widened, desperate, grateful.

Tao stepped through first.

#4 followed.

And suddenly—

they were on solid ground again.

A mountainside hidden beneath a stormy night sky.

A secluded sanctuary of ancient stone, half-carved into the cliff, surrounded by tall pines and
mist. Lanterns burned dimly at the entrance, protected from wind as if this place had been
waiting for someone to return home.

The world here was quiet.

Not dead quiet.

Safe quiet.

The kind mortals dreamed about.

#4 stumbled forward the moment her feet hit the ground.
Her knees buckled.

Her body finally realized it could stop running.

She collapsed onto wet stone, hands shaking, breath turning into sobs she couldn’t hold back
anymore.

Tao knelt immediately, laying Lena down on a thick cloak near the entrance.
Lena’s chest rose and fell—still shallow, but alive.

#4 crawled toward her, barely able to move.

“Lena...” #4 whispered, voice breaking. “Lena, I'm here.”

Lena didn’t respond.



But her fingers twitched faintly.

Proof she hadn't left.

#4 pressed her forehead to Lena’s shoulder, sobbing quietly.
Tao stood over them.

Toji still in his hand.

Darkness still moving around him like a living cloak.

He looked up at the sky beyond the cliffside sanctuary.

Far away, faint flashes lit the clouds—distant bombardment.
A world dying.

Two predators still hunting.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

He lifted Toji slightly, the stars within the blade swirling.

And in the quiet of the mountain sanctuary, his voice was low—almost a vow, almost a threat:
“They wanted me to stay mortal,” Tao murmured.

His eyes narrowed.

“But they brought war to my sisters.”

The shadows around him deepened.

“And now,” he whispered, “| remember what | am.”

The storm wind rose.

The lanterns flickered.

And deep in the sanctuary, Lena’s lips parted.

A faint, trembling note escaped her.

Not a song.

Not yet.



But a beginning.

A reminder that even broken things could still create sound.

#4 lifted her head, eyes red, heart pounding.

Tao looked down at them both.

His voice softened—barely.

“Rest,” he said.

Then his gaze hardened again as he turned toward the darkness beyond the pines.

“Because they will come.”

CHAPTER 20 — The Quiet After the Ruin

Lena woke like she was drowning.

Her eyes snapped open—wide, frantic, unsteady—her chest heaving as though she’d been
dragged up from the bottom of the sea and thrown onto cold stone. For a moment she didn’t
understand where she was. The air smelled like pine and rain and lantern oil. The ceiling above
her was dark wood and ancient stone.

A shelter.

A sanctuary.

Safe.

Then pain found her.

Not in one merciful strike, but in layers—slow, brutal, unavoidable.

Lena’s breath caught. Her body tried to move the way it always had—instinctively, effortlessly—

and couldn’t.



Her left side didn’t answer.

Her arm was gone.

Her leg was gone.

The truth struck her so violently her mind refused it, and panic exploded through her like fire.

“No—no—no!” she cried, voice breaking into a scream as she clawed backward with her
remaining hand, nails scraping stone. “Where am 1?! Where—where is my—"

Her eyes dropped.

Her heart stopped.

The empty space where her arm should’ve been... the ruin of her leg...
Lena’s whole body began shaking.

She tried to breathe and couldn’t.

She tried to speak and only sobs came.

“My world...” she choked. “My world—!"

“‘Ayane!”

The voice hit her like a rope thrown into deep water.

Ayane dropped to her knees beside her instantly, hands gentle but urgent as she caught Lena
by the shoulders to keep her from tearing herself open.

“Lena, look at me,” Ayane whispered, trembling. “Look at me. You’re safe.”

Lena’s eyes flicked to Ayane’s face—bloodstreaked, ash-smeared, exhausted to the bone.
Ayane looked like she’d run through hell and refused to die out of spite.

Lena shook her head violently, tears pouring down her cheeks.

“I'm not safe,” she gasped. “I'm not—my arm—my leg—Ayane, |—’

Her voice shattered into a sob so raw it didn’t sound like a queen anymore.

It sounded like a person.

Ayane pulled her closer, arms shaking as she held her.



‘I know,” Ayane whispered fiercely. “I know it hurts. | know. But you're alive.”
Lena’s remaining hand clutched Ayane’s sleeve like she was falling through the universe.
Her breath came in jagged bursts, panicked and thin.

“My people...” Lena whispered, voice cracking. “My city...”

Ayane’s throat tightened so hard it hurt.

She didn’t answer fast enough.

The silence was answer enough.

Lena’s face twisted in horror.

“They’re dead,” she whispered.

Ayane’s eyes filled instantly.

“No,” Ayane said quickly—too quickly. “Not all of them.”

But Lena’s eyes were wild now, grief catching up to shock.

“| can’t feel them,” she sobbed. “| can’t hear them. | can’t—"

Her breath hitched, her voice rising.

“l can’t sing anymore!”

The words hit the sanctuary floor like shattered glass.

Ayane froze.

Because that wasn't just grief.

That was identity breaking in half.

Ayane leaned closer, voice shaking.

“You can still sing,” she whispered. “Maybe not like before, but you can still—”
Lena’s head shook again, desperate.

“‘Don’t lie to me,” she begged, voice collapsing. “Please... don’t—"

She stared down at her missing arm like if she stared hard enough, the universe would
apologize and give it back.



‘I was everything to them,” Lena whispered, sobbing harder. “| was the voice that kept them
together. | was—"

Her chest shook violently as the truth forced itself through.

“I was supposed to protect them.”

Ayane’s eyes squeezed shut.

She pressed her forehead against Lena’s hair for a moment, swallowing sobs.
“You did,” Ayane whispered. “You did protect them—"

Lena jerked her head up.

“Then why did they die?!”

The question ripped through the room like lightning.

Ayane didn’t have an answer big enough to hold it.

Because there wasn’t one.

Not in a universe run by numbered gods playing war with mortal blood.
Lena’s sobbing slowed into shaking silence.

Then her voice cracked into something smaller.

“I want to go back,” she whispered.

Ayane froze.

Lena’s tears spilled again.

“I want my world back,” she begged. “I want my body back. | want my people back. | want—"
Her voice failed.

She sagged into Ayane’s arms like her spirit couldn’t hold itself up anymore.
Ayane held her tighter, whispering, “I know. | know...”

The sanctuary stayed quiet.

Not peaceful quiet.

The kind of quiet that followed ruin.



Then a voice came from the darkness near the doorway.

Low.

Smooth.

Heavy with eternity.

‘Lena.”

Lena stiffened instantly.

Her head lifted, eyes widening with fear that struck sharper than pain.

But then she heard the sound fully—

not cruel.

Not hunting.

Not cold.

It was the voice of midnight that held the world still. The kind of darkness that didn’t consume.
The kind that guarded.

Tao stepped into the lantern glow.

The shadows behind him moved like a cloak—but calmer now, quieter, obedient.

He knelt at a respectful distance, looking at Lena like she was something sacred the universe
had tried to destroy.

Lena’s lips trembled.

“...Two?” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes softened—barely, but enough to change the air.
“Yes,” he said.

Lena’s breath hitched.

“Am | dead?” she asked, voice small.

Tao’s jaw tightened.

“No,” he answered firmly. “You are here.”



Lena blinked hard, tears sliding down her cheeks again.
“But I'm...” her voice cracked. “I'm broken.”

Tao leaned forward slightly, voice steady.

“Broken does not mean finished,” he said.

Lena stared down at her missing arm, trembling.

“They took me,” she whispered. “They took me.”
Ayane’s hand tightened on Lena’s shoulder.

Tao’s gaze darkened.

“They tried,” he corrected quietly. “They failed.”

Lena’s face crumpled again and she began to cry—fully, violently—like the dam inside her finally
broke and grief flooded out.

“I can’t feel them!” she sobbed. “I can’t hear my world—Ayane, | can’t hear it anymore!”
Ayane held her, whispering, “I'm here, I'm here...”

But it wasn’t enough.

Because Ayane could hold Lena’s body—

she couldn’t hold the ocean of loss inside her.

Tao reached out slowly.

Not touching her yet.

Asking permission with the careful movement of someone who understood that comfort could
hurt when you were shattered.

“‘Lena,” Tao said gently.

She sobbed, unable to answer.
Tao’s voice lowered.

‘| saved some of them.”

Lena froze.



The sob caught in her throat.

Her eyes widened like hope was too dangerous to believe.

“What?” she whispered.

Ayane’s head shapped up, stunned.

Tao didn’t look away.

“A few hundred,” he said. “Not thousands. Not enough.”

His jaw tightened, and for the first time Ayane heard pain inside his voice—real pain, not anger.
“But | found them,” Tao continued. “In the smoke. In the streets. In the chaos.”
Lena’s lips trembled.

“They’re... alive?”

Tao nodded once.

“Yes.”

Lena’s breath shuddered.

“Where?” she whispered.

Tao’s voice softened.

“I brought them to my world,” he said. “Where my wife and my daughter live.”

Lena stared at him, trembling.

“You have... a family?” she whispered.

Tao’s expression shifted—something almost human flickering.

“Yes,” he admitted. “A daughter.”

Ayane’s breath caught.

Lena’s tears returned, but different now—relief tangled with grief, gratitude tangled with agony.
“I thought | lost everyone,” Lena whispered, voice breaking. “l thought | failed them.”

Tao’s voice sharpened—not angry, protective.



“You did not fail,” he said. “You were ambushed by monsters who cheated the laws of the
game.”

Lena looked up at him, shaking.

“And you came,” she whispered. “You came anyway.”

Tao’s gaze held hers.

“Yes,” he said again.

Lena swallowed hard.

“...Why?” she asked.

Tao’s eyes flicked briefly toward Ayane, then back to Lena.

He exhaled once, like he was finally letting something go.

“Because you are my favorite,” Tao said simply.

Ayane’s eyes widened.

Lena stared like she couldn’t breathe.

Tao’s voice softened further.

“You always were,” he admitted. “Even before you had a name that worlds sang.”
Lena’s face crumpled again, but this time her tears weren’t only grief.
They were the terrifying relief of being loved even after being ruined.

Tao’s gaze darkened again, and he finally gave them the truth Ayane had felt coiled beneath
every word.

“I didn’t want to participate in One’s game,” Tao murmured.

Ayane leaned forward slightly, breath shallow.

Lena watched Tao with trembling eyes.

Tao’s voice deepened, steady and controlled, but underneath it lived something sharper.
“One called it war,” he said. “A final wager. A contest for cosmic balance.”

His jaw clenched.



“But the moment we descended and mortals gained faces... the game became cruelty.”
Ayane’s throat tightened.

Lena’s eyes widened.

Tao’s gaze grew distant, as if seeing another world entirely—one untouched by warships.
“I built a life,” Tao whispered. “A home. A family.”

His voice cracked just slightly at the edges.

“And the game demanded | burn it to win.”

He looked at both of them now—sisters kneeling on stone, one bleeding in spirit, one bleeding
in silence.

“| refused,” Tao said, voice absolute. “| chose love.”
Lena’s breath hitched.

Ayane’s eyes stung.

“But you're here now,” Ayane whispered.

Tao’s gaze lifted, dark again.

“Because they brought war to my sisters,” he said.
He looked down at Lena, voice softer, almost a vow.
“And because | will not let the universe erase you.”

Lena’s remaining hand trembled as she touched her own chest like she needed proof she was
still real.

“l can’t sing,” she whispered again, fear returning. “l can’t lead them like this.”
Ayane shook her head, tears falling.

“Yes you can,” Ayane whispered. “You can lead them in a new way.”

But Tao spoke first.

“You are still Lena,” Tao said firmly. “Your voice lives—even if it changes.”

Lena stared at him, trembling.



Tao leaned closer, shadows quiet around him.

“If the stage is gone,” he murmured, “then you build a new one.”

Outside, thunder rumbled across the mountains.

The lanterns flickered.

Ayane held Lena close.

Tao rose slowly, darkness gathering again—not as a weapon yet, but as armor.
“They will find us,” Tao said.

Ayane’s jaw tightened.

“Eight and Nine,” she whispered.

Tao nodded once.

“And when they do,” he murmured, voice calm and deadly, “they will learn what it means to hunt
a shadow that has something to lose.”

He looked at Lena one more time.

“‘Rest,” Tao said gently.

Then he looked at Ayane.

“Both of you.”

Because when the next storm arrived—

it wouldn’t be decided by warships.

It would be decided by what Tao was willing to become...

to keep his sisters alive.



CHAPTER 21 — The Survivors of Song

Morning didn’t come like it used to.

Not as a celebration.

Not as a promise.

It came quiet and gray, seeping through the pines like smoke that had learned how to behave.

Rain tapped softly against the stone sanctuary, a steady rhythm that reminded Ayane of
breath—slow, persistent, refusing to stop.

She sat near the entrance with her back against the wall, knees drawn to her chest, eyes
half-open. Sleep had tried to take her in the night, but every time her mind drifted, she heard the
roar of cannons again. She saw the amphitheater collapsing. She felt Lena’s blood on her
hands.

Even now, her fingers still smelled faintly of iron.

Inside the sanctuary, Lena lay on a thick cloak beside the lantern light. Tao had carved careful
shadows around her wounds—dark seals that didn’t glow or pulse, but held her together like
quiet stitches in reality.

Lena’s face looked softer in sleep.
Not happy.
But less tortured.

Her remaining hand rested against her chest as if she needed constant proof her heart was still
inside her.

Ayane watched her for a long time.

Then she whispered, almost soundlessly:
“'m here.”

Not for Lena to hear.

For herself.

Because she needed to believe it.

A movement shifted in the doorway behind her—silent as falling ash.



Ayane looked up instantly.
Tao stood there.
He hadn’t slept.

She could see it in his posture, the way his darkness sat closer to his skin like armor that didn’t
allow weakness.

But his eyes weren’t hollow.

They were focused.

The kind of focus that came right before something terrible was done for the right reasons.
“You’re awake,” Tao said quietly.

Ayane nodded.

“You didn’t rest,” she replied.

Tao didn’t deny it.

“Rest is for those who are not being hunted,” he said.

Ayane’s jaw clenched.

“Are they close?”

Tao’s gaze drifted outward through the rain, beyond the pines and mist, toward something only
he could feel.

“Yes,” he said.

The word landed heavy.
Ayane swallowed.

“‘How long?”

Tao paused.

“Hours,” he answered.
Ayane’s stomach tightened.

She glanced back at Lena.



Lena was breathing.

Alive.

But fragile.

If #8 and #9 found them now...

Ayane forced her trembling hands into fists.
“We can't fight them,” Ayane whispered.

Tao looked down at her.

His voice was low.

“We don’t need to fight their armies,” he said.
Ayane frowned.

“‘What does that mean?”

Tao didn’t answer.

Instead, he stepped closer and nodded once toward the deeper corridor of the sanctuary.
“‘Come,” he said.

Ayane hesitated only a heartbeat before rising.

Her legs ached from exhaustion. Her body protested movement as if it had finally realized it was
mortal and hated it.

But she followed him anyway.

They moved down a narrow passage carved into the mountain stone, lanterns dim and sparse.
The air grew warmer the deeper they went, and the scent of pine faded into something else—

people.
Sweat.
Wool.
Food.

Breath.



Ayane’s heart sped up.

Then she heard it.

Voices.

Soft murmurs. Gentle crying. A baby’s faint cough.

Ayane’s eyes widened as Tao pushed open a heavy stone door.

And the sanctuary opened into a larger chamber beneath the mountain—wide and lit by dozens
of lanterns set into alcoves. The floor was layered with blankets and makeshift beds.

And people filled the space.
Hundreds.

Men and women and children, huddled in clusters, wrapped in borrowed cloaks and blankets,
many of them still streaked with ash from the burning city. Some sat silently, staring into nothing.
Others clung to each other and wept quietly. A few stood near the edges, arms crossed, eyes
sharp and exhausted—survivors who had decided they would not break even if their world had.

Ayane’s breath left her.

They were real.

Not a comforting lie.

Not a myth.

Alive.

A murmur rose as people noticed Tao.
Fear flickered first—instinctive, because his darkness carried weight.
But then something else followed.
Recognition.

Relief.

Gratitude.

A few people bowed their heads.

Someone whispered, trembling:



“The Shadow King...”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

Tao brought them here.

He actually did it.

Tao’s gaze swept across them, protective and stern.

“You are safe,” he said clearly.

His voice echoed softly through stone.

“No one will harm you here.”

A woman near the center of the chamber stood abruptly, staggering on weak legs.

Her hair was matted with ash, her face streaked with tears. She looked like she hadn’t sleptin
days.

“My queen,” she whispered.
Ayane froze.

The woman’s eyes weren’t on Tao.
They were on Ayane.

No—

past Ayane.

Toward the doorway behind her.
Ayane turned.

Lena stood in the entrance.

She had woken and followed.

Her body was propped against the stone frame, pale and trembling, one arm held close to her
chest. She stood with Tao’s shadow wrapped around her like unseen hands keeping her upright.

She looked like something the universe had tried to erase and failed.

The moment the survivors saw her—



the room shifted.

A sound rose that was half sob, half prayer.
“Lena...” someone whispered.

“‘My queen...”

A child began crying.

A man fell to his knees.

A soldier with a burned sleeve pressed a fist to his mouth, shaking as tears poured down his
face.

Lena stared at them like she couldn’t process it.
Like her heart couldn’t hold the reality of it.

Her breath hitched.

“...You're alive,” she whispered.

Her voice cracked.

“You're... here.”

The crowd surged forward instinctively—then stopped, as if afraid to touch her and break the
miracle.

A woman stepped closer, slow, reverent.

“My queen,” she whispered, voice trembling, “we thought you were gone.”

Lena’s face crumpled instantly.

She tried to speak but only a sob came out.

Her knees buckled.

Ayane moved fast, catching her before she fell, her arms wrapping around Lena’s shoulders.
Lena collapsed into her, shaking, crying like a dam finally breaking.

“'m sorry,” Lena sobbed. “I'm so sorry—"

“No,” the woman said quickly, crying too. “No, my queen—you saved us—’



Lena shook her head violently.

‘I didn’t,” she whispered. “I didn’'t save you. I—"

Her voice broke.

“I lost you. | lost everything—"

Ayane tightened her hold.

“You didn’t lose them,” Ayane whispered fiercely into her hair. “Look at them. They’re here.”
Lena lifted her head slowly, tears sliding down her face.

Her eyes scanned the crowd.

Faces she recognized.

Names she knew.

Lives she’d thought burned away into smoke.

She reached out with her remaining hand—trembling, uncertain—

and the woman stepped forward and took it gently.

Lena’s fingers curled around hers like she was afraid if she let go, they would vanish again.
A small boy broke from the crowd and ran toward her.

“QUEEN LENA!” he cried.

A guard tried to stop him, but Tao’s voice cut through gently.

“Let him.”

The boy reached Lena and threw his arms around her waist, hugging her tightly.
Lena froze.

Then she sobbed harder, her whole body shaking.

She leaned down and kissed the top of the boy’s head, trembling.

“'m here,” she whispered. “I'm here...”

Ayane’s eyes burned.



She looked at Tao.

He stood at the edge of the chamber, watching quietly, his darkness calmer now—softened by
the sight of lives he’d saved.

Ayane’s voice was hoarse when she spoke.

“You did this.”

Tao’s gaze flicked to her.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Ayane swallowed.

“Why?” she whispered again. “Why save them? Why risk your family? Why risk everything?”
Tao’s eyes darkened.

His voice lowered.

“Because | have seen what the game truly is,” he murmured.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“‘And what is it?” she asked.

Tao looked at Lena—at his sister crying into the arms of her people, shattered and still standing.
His voice became quiet with something sharp.

“A test,” he said. “Not of strength.”

His gaze lifted toward the ceiling as if looking through stone into the universe beyond.

“But of what we are willing to destroy to keep power.”
Ayane’s hands clenched.

Tao’s jaw tightened.

“One wants a winner,” he said.

“But | will not let him have a victor made of ashes.”
Ayane’s eyes widened slightly.

“What are you saying?”



Tao looked at her fully now.

His voice was calm.

But it carried thunder beneath it.

“l will end this,” Tao said.

Ayane felt her heart slam.

End this?

“‘How?” she whispered.

Tao’s gaze shifted beyond her, beyond Lena, beyond the survivors—
into something only eternity could see.

“By making them understand,” Tao murmured, “that there are lines even gods do not cross.”
A sudden shiver ran through the chamber.

Not from cold.

From pressure.

The lantern flames flickered.

Tao’s darkness pulled tighter around him like a cloak responding to threat.
Ayane turned sharply toward the tunnel entrance.

“What was that?” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes narrowed.

“They found the trail,” he said quietly.

A distant sound echoed through stone.

Not footsteps.

Not voices.

A hum.

Low, mechanical, ancient.



Warship resonance.
Magic bending rules.
Reality being pushed.

Lena lifted her head from Ayane’s shoulder, eyes wide and frightened as she sensed the room’s
shift.

Ayane tightened her grip on her.
“Tao...” Ayane whispered. “They’re here.”

Tao stepped forward, positioning himself between the chamber and the corridor like a wall of
night.

His voice was soft but absolute.
“Stay with your people,” he told Lena.
Lena’s lips trembled.

‘I can’'t—"

Tao’s gaze softened just enough.
“Yes,” he said. “You can.”

Then he looked at Ayane.

And in his eyes was a command not spoken aloud:
Protect her.

Ayane nodded, throat tight.

Tao turned toward the corridor.
Darkness gathered around him.

The air grew heavy.

And in the sanctuary beneath the mountain, the survivors watched their savior walk toward the
entrance like a storm given a body.

Because the hunters had arrived—

and this time...



they weren’t hunting the weak.

They were walking toward the shadow that ate worlds.

CHAPTER 22 — The Shadow at the Door

The mountain groaned.
Not with movement—not yet.
But with the deep, ancient tension of stone recognizing war.

Lantern flames flickered along the corridor walls as Tao walked, his footsteps soundless, his
darkness swelling tighter around him like an ocean pulling back before the wave.

Behind him, the chamber of survivors trembled with quiet panic.

Ayane could hear it even from here—the rustle of blankets, the sharp whisper of names, the
muffled sobs of children pressed into mothers’ arms. Lena’s people had escaped fire only to be
trapped beneath stone.

And outside those stone walls, something worse than flame waited.
Tao reached the sanctuary entrance.

Rain spilled across the threshold, cold and steady, washing ash from the stone like the mountain
was trying to clean itself before it became a battlefield.

Beyond the pines, mist crawled low over the ground.
The world felt hushed.

Too hushed.

Even the storm seemed to hold its breath.

Tao stepped out into the rain.

And the darkness followed him.



It didn’t spill like smoke.

It moved like a living cloak of night, wrapping around his shoulders and drifting off his arms,
sinking into the wet earth, swallowing light the way a void swallowed stars.

He stood at the edge of the clearing, facing the forest line.

Waiting.

Ayane watched from just inside the doorway, half-hidden behind stone.
Her hands shook.

Not because she doubted Tao.

But because she knew what it meant for someone to stand alone in front of monsters and call it
protection.

Lena sat farther back, propped against a pillar, surrounded by her people. Her face was pale,
eyes red and swollen, but her gaze stayed locked on Tao’s silhouette like she couldn’t afford to
blink.

A child clung to Lena'’s cloak, trembling.

Lena’s remaining hand rested on the child’s head, fingers stroking slowly.
She wasn’t singing.

But she was leading.

Quietly.

With presence.

Then the air changed.

It wasn’t wind.

It was weight.

A pressure descending like the sky had lowered.
The rain began to steam in the distance.

The mist rippled and pulled apart.

And two figures stepped into the clearing from the treeline.



#8 walked first, relaxed, smiling, his blade resting on his shoulder like it was nothing more than
a traveler’s staff. His clothing was darker now, edged with metallic sheen, and the faint glow of
stolen power flickered around him like embers caught beneath skin.

#9 followed—quiet, composed, the perfect stiliness of a sorcerer who didn’t waste emotion. His
eyes were calm, but they reflected something hungry.

They looked out of place in the rain.

Like gods wearing mortal shapes as costumes.

#8 clapped his hands once, delighted.

“There you are!” he called, voice bright as thunder.

Tao didn’t move.

His gaze stayed fixed on them—void-deep and unreadable.

#9's eyes narrowed.

“You hid,” he said simply.

Tao’s voice was low.

“I protected,” he corrected.

#8 laughed softly.

“Oh come on,” he said. “You're acting like you weren’t born for this.”
He took another step forward, rain sliding off his shoulders like it didn’t dare cling.

“You can'’t tell me you don'’t miss it,” #8 murmured. “The power. The weight. The fear in
everyone’s eyes when they realize they’ve found something too big to fight.”

Tao’s darkness stirred.

The pine trees swayed though there was no wind.
The lantern inside the sanctuary flickered once—hard.
Ayane’s throat tightened.

#9 spoke again, voice measured.

“You refused the game,” he said. “Yet here you are, interfering.”



Tao’s gaze sharpened.

“I did not refuse the game,” Tao replied quietly.

#8’s grin widened.

“Oh?”

Tao’s voice deepened, thunder rolling beneath every syllable.
“I refused to become what it demanded.”

The words felt like a blade unsheathing.

#8 tilted his head, amused.

“And what does it demand, Tao?”

Tao’s eyes drifted toward the treeline behind #8—toward the distant horizon, toward Lena’s
world still burning under warship shadow.

Then back to #8.

“It demands cruelty dressed as destiny,” Tao said.

His voice lowered further.

“It demands the slaughter of innocents so the powerful can feel entitled to their crown.”
#8’s smile twitched.

#9 remained still.

But Ayane saw it—the slight shift in #9’s posture, the subtle tightening of his fingers.
Even he felt the edge of this conversation.

Because Tao wasn’t angry like a warrior.

He was angry like a god who had been patient too long.

#8 shrugged lightly.

“It's war,” he said.

Tao’s darkness pulsed once, deepening the shadows beneath the pines.

“No,” Tao answered, voice cutting.



“It's indulgence.”

A silence followed.

Rain tapped against stone.

Steam curled faintly off the wet earth near #8’s boots.
#8’s grin softened into something colder.

“Give them back,” #8 said, voice still friendly—but now sharpened.
Tao didn’t blink.

“Who?” he asked.

#8's eyes glinted.

“The queen,” he said. “And the kind one.”

Ayane’s breath caught.

Lena stiffened inside.

The survivors behind her murmured in fear.

Tao’s voice turned absolute.

“No.”

#9’s gaze narrowed slightly.

“You cannot keep them,” he said calmly. “This is not your dominion.”
Tao’s lips barely moved.

“It is now,” he replied.

That was the moment the clearing truly shifted.
Because Tao didn’t say it like a threat.

He said it like a law being written.

#8 laughed—short and sharp.

“Oh, that’s the Tao | remember.”



He lifted his blade from his shoulder and pointed it at Tao.
The metal hummed faintly, eager.

“You always loved making yourself the problem,” #8 murmured.
Tao’s voice was low.

“And you always loved proving you deserved to be erased.”
#8'’s grin fell away.

Finally.

He exhaled, irritation slipping into his eyes.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

The air behind #8 shimmered.

And the ground began to vibrate.

Ayane’s eyes widened.

From the treeline, dark shapes emerged.

Not mortals.

Not entirely.

Soldiers in black armor with glowing seams in their plating—bodies reinforced with technology
and something else beneath it, something infused. Their weapons hummed faintly with alien
power.

An army.
#8's army.

And behind them, above the trees, the faint shape of a hovering craft—one of the warships’
smaller fighters—drifting like a vulture, waiting to fire again.

Ayane’s stomach dropped.
Tao stood alone.
One man against a force meant to flatten nations.

But Tao didn’t move.



He didn’t draw Toji yet.

He didn’t raise his hand.

He simply looked at them—at the army, at the blade, at the storm.
And the darkness around him began to widen.

It poured out across the wet ground like ink spilling from the edge of the world. It moved around
stones and roots and grass, swallowing everything it touched until even the rain seemed to fall
more quietly where the shadows spread.

#9’s eyes sharpened.

“Careful,” he murmured to #8. “He’s not bluffing.”
#8’s lips curled.

“I know,” he replied.

Then he stepped forward anyway.

Because arrogance was always louder than survival.
Tao finally lifted his hand.

And the shadows rose.

Not as smoke.

As hands.

As spears.

As the shape of darkness becoming a weapon without needing metal.
Ayane’s breath caught in her throat.

Inside the sanctuary, Lena clenched her jaw, tears burning again—not from grief, but from
helpless fury.

She whispered Tao’s name like it was a prayer.
“Tao...”

Tao didn’t look back.

He couldn’t.



Because the moment he did, he’d become human again.

And right now, human wasn’t enough.

#8 raised his blade higher.

The army behind him began to spread out, encircling the clearing.
#9 lifted one hand slightly, fingers curling as if he was pulling invisible strings.
The air around Tao shimmered faintly.

A spell.

A binding.

Trying to trap the shadow.

Tao’s voice cut through the clearing like a final warning.

“You came to hunt my sisters,” he said.

The darkness deepened.

“You came to tear the last survivors from their sanctuary.”

His eyes turned even darker—impossibly deep.

“Now you will learn what it means,” Tao murmured, “to step into the night... and find it staring
back.”

#8's grin flashed once.
Then he swung his blade.

And the battle began.

CHAPTER 23 — When Night Fights Back

#8 moved first.



Not because he had to—
but because he liked being the one who started the fire.

His blade cut through the rain with a clean, bright arc, and the air responded with a sharp,
metallic hum—Iike reality itself recognized the sound of stolen power being swung without
permission.

Behind him, his army surged forward.
Boots hammered wet earth.
Armor glowed faintly in the mist.

Their weapons crackled with heat and light, blades and rifles and cannons built to break bodies
and break spirits at the same time.

The clearing became motion.

A storm of steel and shouting.

A wave of war rolling toward a single man.
Tao did not retreat.

He didn’t brace like a mortal would.

He stood perfectly still—head slightly lowered, eyes locked on #8—like the center of a black
hole waiting for matter to fall in.

Then Tao lifted his hand.

And the night answered.

The shadows on the ground rose in one violent breath.
Not smoke.

Not fog.

They rose with shape.

With intention.

With hunger.



Black spears formed from nothing and thrust upward, impaling the first line of armored soldiers
before their feet fully crossed into the clearing. The impact was sickeningly clean. Men jerked.
Armor cracked. The glow in their plating flickered like dying stars.

But they didn’t scream like normal men.

They screamed like machines learning pain.

The sound was wrong.

Metal and flesh mixed together into a single dying noise.
Ayane’s stomach lurched.

She watched from the sanctuary doorway, half-hidden behind stone, one hand clenched against
the wall so hard her knuckles went white.

Inside behind her, survivors whispered and cried.

Lena didn’t speak at all.

She stared out into the storm with eyes that refused to blink.

Because she knew Tao was fighting for her.

And that knowledge made it unbearable.

#8 laughed.

Not loudly—just enough to show he wasn’t impressed.

“Good!” he shouted through the rain, voice bright with excitement. “That’s it Show me!”
He charged.

Not toward Tao’s army—

toward Tao alone.

Because #8 didn’t need strategy.

He needed a victory to prove he belonged at the top of the universe.

His blade came down in a murderous strike meant to split Tao from shoulder to hip.
Tao didn’t raise Toiji.

He didn’t even step back.



He lifted two fingers.

And the air collapsed.

A wall of darkness snapped upward between them—thick as stone, slick as oil.
#8'’s blade struck it.

The impact rattled the clearing like a bell.

For a moment, the darkness held.

Then it cracked.

Not because #8 was stronger—

but because the rules were broken, and his power wasn’t supposed to exist here.
#8’s grin sharpened.

He pushed harder.

The dark wall splintered into shards of night that scattered like crows.

Tao slid backward one step for the first time, boots carving a line in the wet ground.
Ayane’s breath caught.

Inside, a child started crying.

Lena’s remaining hand tightened against her cloak.

#9 moved then.

He didn’t run.

He didn’t shout.

He simply lifted his hand, palm outward, fingers curling like he was closing around a throat.
The rain around Tao stopped falling.

Not because it vanished—

because it froze.

Thousands of droplets hung suspended in the air like glittering beads.



Then #9 whispered a single word in a language that made Ayane’s bones ache.
The droplets twisted.

Became needles.

And launched.

A storm of frozen rain-blades shot toward Tao like a constellation collapsing into violence.
Tao turned his head slightly.

And the darkness surged.

Shadows wrapped around him like a living cloak, catching the rain-needles midair.
The needles sank into the darkness and disappeared without a sound.

But Ayane saw Tao’s jaw tighten.

Because blocking that wasn't effortless.

Not with sorcery pressurizing the air.

Not with armies forcing him to defend from all sides.

#9 stepped closer, calm as a priest at an altar.

He lifted both hands now.

And the air around Tao began to shimmer.

A spell.

A cage.

The ground beneath Tao’s feet pulsed faintly with runes that weren’t written in light—
they were carved into reality itself.

Ayane felt it even from the doorway.

A pressure building, tightening, trying to lock Tao into place.

Trying to bind the shadow king to the earth like a nailed corpse.

Tao’s eyes narrowed.



He finally moved his hand toward the darkness beside him.
Ayane’s heart slammed.

Because she knew what he was reaching for.

The space inbetween time.

The seam that reality tried to forget.

And then Toji slid into the world.

The blade did not appear with spectacle.

It arrived like inevitability.

Its surface swirled with galaxies, nebulae, drifting starlight—cosmic motion trapped inside
sharpened form.

The moment Tao’s fingers closed around the hilt, the entire clearing changed.
The soldiers felt it.

They hesitated.

Even the ones built to obey.

Even the ones infused to ignore fear.

They slowed.

Like their instincts recognized a predator older than programming.
#8'’s grin faltered again.

Just slightly.

He recovered fast, stepping forward with forced bravado.

“There it is,” he murmured. “The pretty sword.”

Tao’s eyes darkened.

“Do not speak of it,” he said.

His voice didn’t rise.

It didn’t need to.



The warning carried weight that made the pine trees sway like they were bowing.
#9’s runes brightened, trying to tighten around Tao.

The cage began to close.

The ground cracked under the pressure.

Tao inhaled once.

Then he swung Toji.

The blade cut through the air without touching anything—

and yet the spell shattered like glass.

The runes on the ground exploded into fragments of light that died instantly.
The rain unfroze and slammed down all at once.

The clearing became chaos again.

But now it was chaos with a new truth:

Tao was no longer defending.

He was deciding.

His darkness surged forward like a tide.

Shadows rose in towering waves, crashing into the armored soldiers and throwing them
backward like toys. Spears of night pierced the earth beneath them, erupting upward in violent
spines. Men screamed as they were flung into the air, swallowed by darkness, slammed back
down into the mud.

#8 cursed under his breath, finally annoyed.
“Enough,” he snarled.

He lifted his hand—

and the warship fighter above the treeline fired.

A beam of white heat ripped downward toward Tao.
It would have obliterated the clearing.

The sanctuary.



The survivors.

Everything.

Ayane screamed instinctively, stepping forward.
“No—""

Lena’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened in a silent sob.
But Tao turned his head upward calmly.

And he raised Toji.

The beam struck the blade.

For one heartbeat, the world held still.

Then the beam spilit.

Not scattered.

Not deflected.

Split.

Two halves of white-hot destruction carved through the sky, ripping past Tao on either side and
slamming into the far mountain slopes.

Explosions thundered.

Snow and stone erupted.

But the sanctuary remained untouched.

Ayane’s legs nearly gave out.

Lena’s breath broke into a quiet, trembling cry.

Tao didn’t look back.

He stepped forward.

#8 staggered back, eyes wide now, grin gone completely.
“That’'s not—" #8 breathed. “That’s not possible.”

Tao’s voice was low.



“You are not supposed to have power here,” he said.

He walked forward through the rain, Toji dripping starlight like blood.
“But you stole it,” Tao murmured. “You cheated the rules.”

His eyes narrowed.

“So now,” he said softly, “you will learn what happens when the universe answers theft with
consequence.”

#9's gaze sharpened.

He didn’t panic.

But he repositioned.

Preparing.

Calculating.

Because #9 understood something #8 didn’t:
Tao wasn'’t fighting to win.

He was fighting to end it.

Ayane’s hand slipped from the doorway stone.
Her chest heaved.

She looked back inside—

at Lena’s people, huddled and terrified.

At Lena, pale and trembling, watching Tao like he was the last star in a dying sky.
Ayane’s jaw clenched.

She couldn’t just watch.

Not again.

She couldn’t be only a survivor.

She had to be something else.

Ayane stepped fully into the rain.



Lena’s eyes widened.

“Ayane—!” Lena whispered, voice shaking.
Ayane didn’t look back.

Her voice was hoarse but steady.
“Stay inside,” Ayane said.

Lena’s face crumpled.

“Ayane, don’t—"

Ayane’s hands clenched at her sides.
She looked out at the battlefield.

At Tao.

At #8’s army.

At #9’s sorcery bending the air.

And for the first time, Ayane understood the true cruelty of One’s game:
Even those who didn’t want to play...
were forced to become weapons.
Ayane stepped down into the mud.

A shadow flickered beside her.

Tao felt her presence without turning.
His voice cut through the storm.
“‘Ayane.”

Ayane swallowed hard.

“I'm not leaving you alone,” she said.
Tao’s silence was brief.

Then his voice came low.



“Then do not die,” he replied.

#8 saw her.

He laughed again, but now it was sharp with disbelief.

“Oh, look!” he shouted. “The kind one thinks she’s brave!”

Ayane lifted her chin.

Her hands trembled.

But she raised them anyway.

The air around her didn’t glow.

It didn’t erupt.

But something in the rain shifted—

a faint, almost invisible shimmer, like the universe itself leaned in to listen.
#9 noticed.

His eyes narrowed.

“‘What is that?” he murmured.

Tao finally looked back.

His gaze flicked to Ayane for a single heartbeat.

And in that glance was a warning and a promise:

You are not powerless.

Ayane took one step forward, gripping her fear like it was a weapon.
#8 lifted his blade toward her, smiling viciously.

“Come on then,” he taunted. “Show me what you can do.”

Tao’s darkness surged, rising higher.

The warship fighter above circled again, charging for another blast.

And deep beneath the mountain, Lena’s people held their breath—



as the storm at the sanctuary door became more than defense.

It became a stand.

CHAPTER 24 — The First Note of War

The rain fell harder.
Not gentle anymore.
Not cleansing.

It struck the clearing like nails, hammering wet earth into mud, slicking stone into a mirror of
darkness and flame. The storm above the mountain churned as if the sky itself had been
insulted by what stood beneath it.

Ayane stood in the open.

The sanctuary door behind her yawned like the mouth of a beast—warmth and lanternlight
spilling out, survivors packed just beyond the threshold, watching with wide eyes and trembling
breath.

Lena sat inside, propped against stone, pale and broken, her remaining hand pressed to her
mouth as if she could hold back the sobs that kept rising like poison.

She watched Ayane step into the rain.

And the fear in her face wasn't just fear of death.
It was fear of losing the only sister still standing.
Again.

8 laughed.

His voice carried easily through the storm, bright and cruel, as if rain and war were nothing more
than entertainment.

“Look at her,” 8 called, holding his blade in one hand, relaxed. “The kind one.”



He took a step forward, boots sinking into mud.

“You really think you matter, Ayane?” he taunted. “You're a beautiful idea—nothing more. A story
mortals tell themselves when they want to feel brave.”

Ayane’s hands trembled at her sides.

Not because she believed him.

Because her body remembered what it meant to be hunted.
Because her mind kept hearing the screams of Lena’s city.

And because kindness, when pushed too far, stops being gentle.
It becomes sharp.

Behind 8, 9 stood quietly, cloak heavy with rain, eyes calm as the grave. He didn’t speak. He
didn’t need to.

His silence was worse than laughter.
It was certainty.

Around them, 8’s soldiers closed the circle—black armor, glowing seams, weapons humming,
their breaths steady like machines made to Kkill.

And Tao stood alone against all of it.

His darkness stretched across the clearing like spilled night, swallowing light where it touched
the ground. It moved with intention now—Iess like a shield, more like a tide waiting for a
command to drown the world.

Ayane felt Tao’s presence like gravity.

She didn’t look at him.

She couldn’t.

If she looked, she might remember she was tired.
And tired people begged.

Tao didn’t beg.

“When this is all said and done No’gu, you and Izanagi will meet once again in the Panthera”
Ayane shouted.



No’gu raised his blade again, grin flashing.
“Come on then!!,” he said. “Show me what the gentle queen can do.”
Ayane’s jaw tightened.

She lifted her hands slowly, palms facing outward, the way she had as a child when she used to
stop storms of sand in the training courtyards of her world.

But this wasn’t sand.

This was war.

This was gods.

This was the universe daring her to become something she didn’t want to be.
Her voice came out quiet.

Steady.

“Leave,” Ayane said.

No’gu blinked, amused.

“Or what?”

Ayane swallowed.

Her eyes flicked toward the sanctuary door.

Toward Lena.

Toward the survivors Tao had saved.

Then back to No’gu and |zanagi.

‘Il won't let you take anyone else,” Ayane whispered.
No’gu’s grin widened like a knife.

“You can'’t stop us.”

Ayane’s eyes sharpened.

“I can try.”

No’gu’s laughter died.



Because something in Ayane’s voice had shifted.

It wasn’t pleading anymore.

It wasn’t a request.

It was a decision.

No’gu’s soldiers surged forward.

Weapons raised.

Their boots tore through mud as they charged.
Ayane’s heart slammed.

She didn’t have a sword.

She didn’t have armor.

All she had was her power—

and her fear.

And in the instant the first soldier reached her, Ayane’s panic turned to clarity.
She looked at the weapon raised toward her throat.
And she changed it.

The soldier’s blade warped midair.

The metal softened like wax, twisting into a curling ribbon that melted down his arm like liquid
silver. The soldier froze, stunned, staring at his own useless weapon.

Ayane’s breath caught.

She felt the power ignite in her blood like a star being lit.
She didn’t stop.

The next soldier swung a rifle up—

Ayane flicked her fingers.

The rifle transformed into a thick coil of rope that instantly tied itself around his chest and arms,
yanking him backward into the mud.



The third soldier rushed her with a spear—

Ayane thrust her palm forward, and the spear became a bouquet of fragile glass petals that
shattered the moment it touched the rain.

The soldier stumbled.

Ayane stepped forward, eyes burning now.
She wasn'’t just defending.

She was learning.

Fast.

No’gu’s grin faltered.

“Oh,” he murmured. “That’s interesting.”

Ayane spun, palms slicing through air, and the ground beneath the soldiers erupted—not with
spikes, not with darkness—

but with stone turning to ash.

The earth became powder, collapsing under their feet. Men fell, flailing, sinking into the ground
like it was swallowing them.

Tao moved then.
Not to take over.
To finish what she started.

His darkness surged, spearing through the soldiers that stumbled, dragging them into shadows
where screams died quickly.

Ayane’s breath shook.

She heard it—heard the way death sounded when it wasn'’t even allowed to echo.
And still she didn’t stop.

Because stopping meant Lena died.

No’gu stepped forward, finally serious.



His organic magic rolled off him in invisible waves. The grass at his feet grew too fast,
thickening into thorned vines that tore through mud and twisted up toward Ayane’s ankles like
hands.

Ayane’s eyes widened.

The vines wrapped around her calf, yanking hard.

She fell.

Her knee slammed into mud.

Pain shot up her leg.

No’gu raised his blade and walked toward her slowly, rain dripping off his hair.
“Transmutation is cute,” he said. “But you can’t change what’s already alive.”
Ayane gritted her teeth.

She looked down at the vines gripping her leg—

and she forced her power into them.

The vines shuddered.

Green life warped.

Not dying—

changing.

The vines turned to glass, transparent and brittle.

They shattered around her in an instant.

Ayane pushed herself up, mud dripping off her hands, eyes wild.
No’gu’s smile was gone now.

His voice turned colder.

“Fine.”

He raised both hands.

The air behind him pulsed.



And the forest responded.
The trees began to twist.

Roots tore out of the earth like serpents. Branches bent toward the clearing like claws reaching
for prey. Leaves thickened into razor-sharp blades, shaking in the rain like a thousand tiny
knives.

The entire mountain seemed to come alive under his command.
Lena’s survivors screamed inside the sanctuary.

Ayane heard them.

She turned her head, horror spiking—

because the roots weren’t reaching for her.

They were reaching for the door.

For the chamber beneath.

For the people.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“No!”

She thrust both hands outward.

The roots surged—

and Ayane changed the stone in front of the sanctuary entrance.

The archway transformed instantly into a thick wall of hardened crystal, sealing the doorway like
a fortress of shining glass. The roots slammed into it, splintering but failing to break through.

Inside, survivors cried out in shock.

Lena’s eyes widened.

Ayane held the wall in place, sweat pouring down her face.
Her body trembled.

Her power strained.

No’gu stared at the crystal barrier with annoyance.



“Trying to play hero,” he sneered.

Ayane’s voice shook.

“Trying to keep them alive.”

Izanagi finally moved.

He stepped forward, rain sliding down his face like tears he didn’t feel.
His eyes fixed on the crystal wall.

Then on Ayane.

His voice was calm.

“You're wasting yourself,” Izanagi said.

Ayane’s blood ran cold at the sound of his voice—so controlled, so certain.
“You can’t protect them forever.”

Ayane swallowed hard.

“Watch me.”

Izanagi lifted his hand slowly.

The rain around his fingers darkened.

Not water anymore.

Blood.

It shimmered crimson in the stormlight, floating in beads, gathering into threads, weaving into
symbols.

Necromancy.

Blood magic.

Primal arcane.

The air vibrated like a funeral bell.
Tao’s darkness stirred violently.

He stepped forward fast—finally stepping between Ayane and lzanagi.



His voice was low and lethal.

“Do not,” Tao warned.

Izanagi smiled faintly.

“You know what I'm doing,” he murmured.
Tao’s eyes narrowed.

“Yes,” Tao said.

“And if you finish it... | will unmake you.”
No’gu laughed sharply.

“You can’t unmake anything!” No’gu snapped. “Chrysanthemum isn’t here to stop us now!”
The name hit the clearing like a curse.
Ayane’s heart slammed.

Lena’s face went pale inside.

Because they all felt it—

the truth beneath the words.

One’s oversight was broken.
Chrysanthemum had been blinded.

And now the game had become real again.
A god-war.

No more rules.

No more pretending.

Just power.

Tao’s hand tightened around the unseen weight of darkness beside him.
Toji had not appeared again—

but Ayane felt it.



The blade waiting.

The cosmos sharpened.

Tao’s voice dropped into a deadly calm.

“You want to see how far I'll go?” Tao murmured.
No’gu’s eyes flashed.

“Show me.”

Tao lifted his hand.

And the shadows rose.

Higher than before.

Towering.

A wall of night that swallowed the clearing’s edge.
Ayane felt her breath catch.

Because this wasn’t defense anymore.

This was Tao deciding to end the conversation.
Izanagi’s blood symbols completed their circle.
The air cracked.

A ripple tore through the crystal barrier Ayane had made, like something biting into it from the
inside.

Ayane gasped, stumbling.

“No—!"

Tao’s eyes narrowed, sensing the spell’'s nature instantly.
He turned his head slightly toward Ayane, voice sharp.
“Get back inside,” Tao ordered.

Ayane shook her head, trembling.

“| can’t—Lena—"



“AYANE.”

The way Tao said her name this time wasn’t command.
It was fear.

Real fear.

Because Izanagi’s spell wasn’t aimed at Tao.

It was aimed at the sanctuary.

At the survivors.

At Lena.

At the one thing Tao refused to lose.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

She backed toward the crystal door, hands still lifted, trying to hold it together as the spell ate at
it.

Lena’s voice rose from inside—shaking, desperate.
“‘Ayane!”

Ayane’s eyes burned as she looked back.

“I'm here!” she cried.

No’gu lunged forward suddenly, blade flashing.
Ayane turned—

too slow—

and the strike came down—

But Tao moved like darkness snapping shut.

He appeared between them instantly, his shadows surging upward like a tidal wave.
No’gu’s blade slammed into Tao’s darkness barrier—
and Tao’s power didn’t crack this time.

It swallowed.



No’gu’s weapon sank into the darkness and vanished.
No’gu’s eyes widened.

“What—"

Tao’s voice was a whisper of death.

“This is not your forest,” Tao murmured.

Then the darkness erupted upward, throwing No’gu backward through the rain like he’d been
struck by a planet.

No’gu crashed into the mud, sliding, coughing, stunned.

Izanagi watched, calm as ever, blood runes still circling his fingers.
His voice was quiet.

“You can protect them for a moment,” Izanagi said.

Then his eyes narrowed.

“But you can’t protect them from everything.”

The crystal barrier cracked again—

harder.

A fracture running down its center like a lightning strike.

Ayane screamed, reaching out with her power to reinforce it—

but her strength was fading.

Her body wasn’t meant to hold the universe’s shape for this long.
Tao stepped closer to the barrier, shadows thickening around his shoulders.
His voice dropped low, almost to himself.

“I will not lose them.”

The rain around him began to lift.

Not fall.

Lift.



Like the storm itself was being pulled into the night of his will.
No’gu rose slowly from the mud, wiping rain from his face, eyes burning with hatred now.
Izanagi’s blood symbols pulsed.

And Tao—

Tao raised his hand.

The darkness gathered.

The clearing held its breath.

Because the next move Tao made wouldn’t just be battle.

It would be a statement.

A line drawn across reality.

And if the line broke—

so would the world.

CHAPTER 25 — The Devourer of Starlight

The crystal barrier groaned.
A fracture split down its center like lightning frozen in glass.

Ayane’s hands trembled as she tried to hold it together—her power poured into the wall in
frantic pulses, turning splintering cracks into reinforced seams, forcing the matter to obey her
will.

But the spell eating at it was ancient.
Hungry.

Izanagi’s blood runes moved like living scripture in the air, tightening their circle with each slow
curl of his fingers.



And beyond the barrier, rain fell harder.
No’gu rose from the mud with murder in his eyes.

His organic magic was still spreading—roots twisting, branches bending, the forest itself warping
into something that wanted to Kill.

Tao stood between it all.

A wall of night.

A singularity with a heartbeat.

Ayane looked at him, chest heaving, her voice cracking.

“Tao—!"

He didn’t look back.

He couldn't.

Because if he turned—

if he saw Lena’s people pressed together in terror—

if he saw Lena pale and shaking, trying not to cry again—

he would remember what he was losing.

And remembering would break him.

So Tao stared at No’gu and Izanagi with eyes like the end of a universe.
And the darkness around him deepened.

Not expanding.

Condensing.

As if all the night in existence was being pulled into one point.

A point named Tao.

No’gu’s mouth curled into a grin that didn’t belong on any living face.
“You won’t stop us,” he spat. “Not with tricks. Not with shadows.”

Tao finally spoke.



His voice was quiet.

But it carried like thunder beneath stone.
“You do not understand,” Tao murmured.
The rain around him stilled.

The forest held its breath.

“This is not a battlefield to me.”

His darkness swelled.

“This is my home.”

Then Tao lifted his hand.

And the night moved.

It didn’t surge like smoke.

It detonated like a star collapsing.

A wave of darkness ripped outward across the clearing, swallowing mud, roots, armor,
weapons—everything it touched was devoured by blackness so complete it looked like reality
had been erased.

No’gu’s outer forces didn’t have time to scream.
One moment they were running forward.

The next—

they were gone.

Pulled into the abyss like they’d never existed.

The trees shuddered as the shadow-wave passed them, their branches snapping under the
pressure, rain evaporating where the darkness ran hot with cosmic hunger.

Ayane gasped, stumbling back as the air sucked inward around Tao like a storm reversing.
Inside the sanctuary, survivors screamed.

Lena’s remaining hand shot out instinctively, music rising in her chest like a prayer turning into a
weapon.



And somewhere far beyond the mountain—

beyond worlds—

beyond mortal air and rain—

a palace sat in the spaces between time.

A table carved from eternity.

A room built from silence.

And in the center of that room—

Chrysanthemum sat alone.

The overseer.

The first.

The one who had invited them into this cruelty and called it balance.
Her eyes had been closed for so long they felt like myth.

But in that moment—

something moved.

A tremor of power rippled through the cosmos.

Through the game.

Through the rules she had once sworn would hold.

Chrysanthemum opened her eyes.

And her gaze, ancient as creation itself, sharpened with quiet amusement.

Her lips curved faintly.

“It seems they found a way...” she murmured, voice soft as falling starlight,

all out, brother.”
She leaned forward slightly, resting her chin against her hand.

Her eyes gleamed.

...to make you go



“Show them,” Chrysanthemum whispered, “why the cosmos named you Tao—Devourer of
Starlight.”

The world snapped back.

Rain.

Mud.

War.

Tao’s darkness boiled around him like a living ocean.

No’gu staggered as if the ground itself had betrayed him, eyes wide with shock as he stared at
the empty clearing where his soldiers had stood.

Izanagi’s expression didn’t change.

But his blood runes tightened faster.

The air vibrated.

The pressure became unbearable.

No’gu snarled, stepping forward.

“You—what did you do?!” he hissed.

Tao’s voice rose.

Not loud.

Not human.

It cracked through the storm like the universe itself screaming.
“This is my home!” Tao roared.

His darkness surged high, towering behind him like wings made of night.
“And | will NOT let you defile it!”

Rain began to lift again, spiraling upward.

Even gravity hesitated.



Tao’s eyes burned void-black.

‘Il am Tao—Second Born of Stardust!” he thundered.
“Lord of the spaces between stars—’

His voice deepened, every syllable turning into law.
“—AND THIS IS MY POWER!”

Tao threw both hands outward—

and the shadows split reality open.

A seam formed beneath No’gu and Izanagi’s feet.
Not a hole.

A realm.

A place that was not the mountain.

Not the forest.

Not the sanctuary.

A void layered with drifting starlight and cold black wind—
the Shadow Realm.

No’gu’s eyes widened.

“What—"

The ground vanished.

And both of them dropped.

Pulled into darkness like drowning gods.

The rain stopped.

The clearing fell silent.

Ayane’s breath caught.

Lena’s people stared in terror.



And then the air snapped—

and Tao vanished after them.

Inside the sanctuary, the moment Tao disappeared, everything changed.
The pressure didn'’t leave.

It twisted.

Because Izanagi’s magic had already been set in motion.

His blood runes didn’t vanish when he fell—

they stayed.

Like teeth sunk into the world.

The crystal barrier Ayane had forged trembled violently.

Cracks spiderwebbed across it.

And from beneath the mountain floor...

something moved.

A sound like bone scraping stone echoed through the chamber.
Survivors screamed.

Ayane turned sharply.

“Everyone back!” she shouted.

Her voice rang through the chamber like command.

Not kindness.

Not comfort.

Authority.

Because someone had to lead.

And Lena...



Lena’s eyes widened as she felt it too.

A cold presence rising through the ground.
Not shadow.

Not nature.

Death.

Izanagi’s necromancy had rooted itself into the mountain’s bones.
The stone floor split near the far wall.

And a hand clawed through.

Pale.

Wrong.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Reanimated soldiers—armor broken, flesh gray, eyes glowing with faint crimson light—pulled
themselves upward like corpses refusing the grave.

Ayane’s blood went cold.

“They’re coming from INSIDE,” she whispered.
Lena pushed herself upright, trembling.

Her remaining hand rose slowly.

Her eyes burned.

“No,” Lena whispered.

Not fear.

Fury.

“‘Not my people.”

The first undead soldier lurched forward, jaw hanging loose, blade rusted and dripping with
rainwater and blood.



Ayane stepped in front of Lena instinctively.

Her hands lifted.

Her transmutation sparked.

The soldier swung—

Ayane snapped her fingers.

The blade turned into sand mid-swing, pouring harmlessly to the floor.
The undead didn'’t hesitate.

Another lunged.

Ayane turned its armor into brittle clay—

it shattered as it moved, cracking apart as if the body inside couldn’t hold itself together.
But there were too many.

They kept crawling up.

Keep rising.

Keep walking.

Lena’s breath hitched.

She closed her eyes.

And something in her chest ignited.

A note.

Not sung aloud—

felt.

A vibration in the air.

A thread of music that didn’t need sound to exist.
Lena raised her hand—

and the universe answered her in quiet tones.



Glowing musical notes formed around her fingers, drifting in the air like tiny stars.
They weren't pretty.

They were sharp.

Weaponized harmony.

One note shot forward—

and struck an undead soldier in the chest.

The body froze.

Then collapsed into dust, as if the note had erased the wrongness animating it.
Lena gasped, shaking.

But she didn’t stop.

More notes formed.

Spinning around her like a constellation.

Survivors stared at their queen in awe.

“She’s—" someone whispered. “She’s still singing...”

Lena’s eyes filled with tears.

But she kept her hand raised anyway.

Because she finally understood something:

Even broken bodies could hold power.

Even grief could become music.

The undead surged.

Ayane stepped beside Lena now, shoulder to shoulder, mud and ash and blood still on her skin.
“I'm with you,” Ayane whispered.

Lena’s breath shook.

“l don’t know if | can—"



“You can,” Ayane said fiercely. “We’re not losing anyone else.”
An undead soldier lunged toward a child—

Lena’s note flicked outward like a blade.

The soldier disintegrated midair.

Ayane thrust her palm forward—

the stone floor beneath the remaining undead liquefied into a thick tar-like substance,
swallowing their legs and trapping them in place.

Lena’s notes spiraled—

and struck them one by one, turning reanimated bodies to dust.
Outside, the mountain trembled again.

A distant crack of power echoed through reality.

Tao was fighting in the Shadow Realm.

And inside, Lena and Ayane fought to keep their people alive.

In the Shadow Realm—

No’gu hit the ground hard, skidding through black sand that looked like crushed stars.
He rose instantly, snarling.

“What IS this?!” he shouted.

Izanagi landed gracefully beside him, blood runes already spinning around his fingers like
orbiting moons.

Tao stood above them.

Not on higher ground.

On nothing.

He hovered slightly, darkness curling beneath his feet like a throne made of void.

In here...



Tao’s power wasn't just strong.

It was absolute.

No’gu swung his organic magic outward—

vines erupted from the black sand, trying to bind Tao—

but the vines withered the moment they touched Tao’s darkness, collapsing into ash before they
could wrap around him.

No’gu staggered.

Tao moved.

He didn’t run.

He appeared.

A fist of darkness slammed into No’gu’s ribs and sent him flying.
No’gu crashed into the ground, coughing blood.

Izanagi raised his hand—

a blood spear formed instantly and shot toward Tao’s throat—
Tao caught it.

Barehanded.

The spear hissed against his skin like a snake.

Tao closed his fist—

and the spear shattered into crimson mist.

Izanagi’s eyes narrowed for the first time.

“You’re enjoying this,” he murmured.

Tao’s voice was low.

‘Il am ending it,” he replied.

No’gu struggled upright, rage burning in his eyes.

“This isn’t your game!” he screamed.



Tao stepped forward.

His darkness surged higher.

His voice became the universe’s verdict.

“It was never yours,” Tao said.

Then he unleashed the Shadow Realm itself.

A wave of darkness exploded outward, slamming both No’gu and Izanagi to their knees.
No’gu screamed, blood pouring from his mouth and nose.

Izanagi clenched his teeth, resisting, blood runes spinning faster—
and suddenly lzanagi smiled.

A small, cold smile.

Because he’d found the crack.

He reached toward No’gu’s bleeding body.

The blood pouring from No’gu’s wounds lifted into the air like strings pulled by invisible hands.
No’gu’s eyes widened.

“What—"

Izanagi didn’t answer.

He used the blood like ink.

Wrote a symbol into the darkness itself.

And the Shadow Realm shuddered.

A fracture opened in the air.

Not a tear—

a forced exit.

A violent rip back into reality.

Tao’s eyes widened.



“No.”

Izanagi’'s voice was quiet.

“You cannot keep us in your night forever.”
Then he snapped his fingers—

and the Shadow Realm broke.

The clearing returned in a burst of rain and light.

No’gu and Izanagi crashed back into the mud, gasping, soaked, furious.
Tao landed a heartbeat later.

His darkness flared.

His eyes were pure void.

But the moment he looked toward the sanctuary door—

he heard it.

Screams.

Fighting.

Undead.

His sisters were still battling inside.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

His voice dropped into something that wasn’t quite rage anymore.
Something colder.

Something final.

“‘No more,” Tao whispered.

No’gu staggered upright, blood on his lips.

Izanagi’s eyes gleamed, satisfied.



Because he had achieved exactly what he wanted:

A second front.

Pressure from inside.

Fear.

Distraction.

No’gu coughed, forcing a grin.

“You can’t save them all,” he taunted.

Tao’s darkness surged higher.

And the storm around the mountain began to bend.

Because Tao wasn’t going to save them all with defense anymore.

He was going to save them by ending the threat.

CHAPTER 26 — The Notes That Refuse to
Die

The sanctuary shook.

Not from thunder.

From something older than storms.

Stone groaned deep within the mountain as if the earth itself was trying to crawl away from what
was happening above it.

Inside, Ayane’s knees sank into the slick floor where she’d turned stone to tar, trapping three of
the reanimated soldiers waist-deep. Their bodies still thrashed, jaws snapping, hands clawing.
Their eyes glowed with that same crimson thread—necromancy woven through marrow, blood
magic stitched into dead sinew.



Lena stood beside Ayane, shaking.

Not from fear.

From effort.

From shock.

From the unbearable fact that her world was gone and she was still being asked to save it.

Her glowing notes floated around her like small stars trapped in orbit, trembling as if they could
feel her heartbeat.

Survivors pressed behind them, huddled in clusters—some praying, some sobbing, some simply
staring with the hollow eyes of people who didn’t know how to exist after the end.

A child clutched the hem of Lena’s cloak.
And Lena—Queen Lena—held the line anyway.
Ayane snapped her fingers.

One of the undead soldiers’ rusted blade transformed mid-swing into a long ribbon of cloth that
wrapped itself around his own throat, yanking his head back.

The body jerked violently—

then Lena’s note pierced it.

The corpse collapsed into dust, and the dust scattered like ash on a breath.
Ayane exhaled sharply.

“Good,” she whispered, more to herself than anyone. “Good—keep doing that. We can keep
doing this.”

But even as she said it, more hands clawed up through the floor.
More.

More.

The mountain was a grave being opened from the inside.
Lena’s throat tightened.

“They won'’t stop,” she whispered.



Ayane’s jaw clenched.

“They will,” she said, voice hoarse. “They have to.”

Lena’s remaining hand trembled as she raised it again.

Her notes hummed softly.

Not a melody.

A warning.

A small cluster of notes shot forward and struck another undead soldier.
It froze.

Shuddered.

But it didn’t disintegrate this time.

It staggered, still moving, like the note had only wounded whatever held it together.
Lena’s eyes widened.

“No...” she whispered.

She sent another note—

and another—

but the soldier kept coming.

Ayane stepped in, changing its armor into brittle glass, shattering it to slow the body down.
But even without armor—

it moved.

Because necromancy didn’t need protection.

Only permission.

And lzanagi had given it.

The lanterns flickered violently.

The shadows in the corners of the chamber twisted, not like Tao’s darkness—



like something forcing itself into the sanctuary’s walls.
Ayane felt her skin crawl.

She looked toward the corridor entrance.

Her breath stopped.

The air there had begun to ripple, faintly, like a curtain being pulled aside.
A presence pressed against it.

Not No’'gu.

Not Tao.

A blade-thin calm.

A cold intelligence.

Ayane swallowed hard.

“...He’s coming,” she whispered.

Lena turned her head slowly.

Her eyes widened, fear returning in sharp, bitter waves.
“lzanagi,” Lena breathed.

Ayane’s hands tightened.

“If he steps in here...”

Lena’s lips trembled.

“‘He’ll take the rest.”

Ayane leaned closer to her, voice shaking but fierce.
“Then we don’t let him,” she whispered.

Outside—

the clearing erupted.

A roar of darkness shook the mountain like an earthquake.



Tao’s voice thundered faintly through the storm, words too distant to fully hear but heavy enough
to rattle bone.

Ayane didn’t need to hear them.

She felt them.

Tao was fighting to keep this place alive.

But Ayane suddenly understood something she’d never wanted to admit:
Tao couldn’t protect everything alone.

He couldn’t fight two gods and also hold the sanctuary shut like a door against hell.
So Izanagi was doing what Izanagi did best—

slipping past the obvious war.

Going for the heart.

The corridor’s rippling air grew sharper.

A slit of crimson light appeared, thin as a cut.

Then it widened.

A tear in reality, bleeding red.

The survivors screamed.

Someone shouted Lena’s name.

A mother grabbed her child and stumbled backward, sobbing.

Ayane stepped forward, placing herself in front of Lena instinctively, hands raised.
“Stay behind me,” Ayane said.

Lena shook her head, tears in her eyes.

“No,” Lena whispered. “No more hiding.”

Ayane looked at her sharply.

‘Lena—"

Lena’s voice broke, but her gaze hardened.



“This is my world that burned,” she whispered. “Those were my people he turned into fuel.”
Her remaining hand lifted slowly.

Her notes brightened.

“And | am not letting him turn what'’s left into silence.”
Ayane’s breath caught.

Because in Lena’s voice it wasn'’t just fear anymore.
It was wrath.

Not cruel wrath.

Holy wrath.

The kind that rose when love was violated.

The tear widened—

and lzanagi stepped through.

He arrived like a funeral.

No heavy entrance.

No roar.

Just quiet certainty.

Rainwater dripped from the edges of his cloak as if the storm itself followed him inside, unwilling
to release him.

His eyes swept across the chamber.

Across the survivors.

Across the children clinging to blankets and praying in shaking voices.
Then his gaze landed on Lena.

And he smiled faintly.

“My queen of music,” Izanagi murmured.

Lena’s blood went cold.



Ayane’s hands clenched.

“lzanagi,” Ayane hissed.

Izanagi’s eyes flicked to her, mildly interested.

“‘Ayane,” he said. “The kind one.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

The way he said her name felt like mockery sharpened into a blade.
Izanagi took a slow step forward.

The undead soldiers behind him, half-formed from the floor, stopped crawling.
They rose.

Waiting.

Listening.

Obedient as puppets.

With one gesture, Izanagi could send them tearing into the crowd.
Ayane forced her fear into fury.

“You can’t have them,” Ayane said.

Izanagi’s smile didn’t change.

“Can’'t?” he repeated calmly. “Or won’t?”

Ayane’s breath shook.

She planted her feet.

“Both.”

Izanagi tilted his head, watching her like she was something fragile trying to pretend it was iron.
“Do you know why you are all suffering?” Izanagi asked softly.
Ayane’s jaw clenched.

“Because you’re a monster.”



Izanagi chuckled quietly.

“No,” he murmured. “Because Chrysanthemum is blind.”
The survivors behind Ayane stirred.

Whispers rippled through them at the name.

Lena’s eyes widened.

Izanagi spread his hands slowly.

“The overseer cannot enforce the rules,” he said. “So the game returns to what it always was
underneath—power.”

He stepped forward again.

“And power,” he whispered, “belongs to those willing to claim it.”
Lena’s notes brightened, trembling.

Ayane’s hands lifted, her transmutation poised like a strike.
“Stop,” Ayane warned.

Izanagi’s gaze flicked past her, directly to the survivors.
His voice stayed calm.

“I only need one thing,” he said softly.

Lena’s breath caught.

Ayane’s heart slammed.

Then Izanagi’s eyes locked onto Lena again.

“I want your song,” he murmured.

Lena froze.

Ayane’s blood ran cold.

“What?” Ayane whispered.

Izanagi’s smile widened faintly.

“You do not understand what you are,” Izanagi said. “Even now.”



He lifted a hand toward Lena.

Blood gathered from nowhere—thin threads rising out of the air itself, as if the sanctuary was
bleeding for him. It wrapped around his fingers like living string.

“I can feel it,” Izanagi whispered. “The note inside you.”
Lena’s chest tightened.

Her notes trembled violently.

Ayane stepped forward, furious.

“‘Don’t touch her.”

Izanagi didn’t look away.

He flicked his fingers.

One undead soldier lurched toward the crowd.

A child screamed.

Lena’s eyes widened—

and in that instant something snapped inside her.
Not rage.

Not fear.

A deeper sound.

A note that didn’t float in the air—

a note that sank into the bones of reality.

Lena raised her hand.

And the universe listened.

A single, pure tone rang out—silent to mortal ears, but felt like pressure behind the eyes, like
gravity shifting.

The undead soldier froze mid-step.

Its crimson glow flickered.



Then—

its body unstitched.

Not into dust.

Into music.

A faint trail of shimmering notes rose out of the corpse like a soul escaping.
Lena gasped sharply.

Because she saw it.

She saw the truth beneath |zanagi’s necromancy:
These weren’t just reanimated bodies.

They were forced notes.

Souls turned into instruments.

Izanagi’'s eyes widened slightly—just enough to show surprise.
Lena’s breath trembled.

“You... you turned them into...” Lena whispered.
“Into fuel,” Izanagi finished calmly.

Lena’s voice broke.

“They were children,” she whispered.

Izanagi’s expression stayed smooth.

“They were resources,” he corrected.

That word—

resources—

shattered the last of Lena’s restraint.

Her notes blazed bright around her.

And her voice rose, shaking the chamber.



“No,” Lena said.

Then louder:

“NO.”

Ayane felt the air change.

The survivors fell silent.

Even the undead stopped moving.

Because Lena wasn’t just using music now.

She was reaching into the universe’s architecture.

She was grabbing the strings of reality itself.

Lena lifted her hand slowly.

Her notes spun outward in expanding circles—gentle at first, like ripples in water.
They touched the undead bodies.

Touched the crimson glow in their eyes.

And one by one—

the glow flickered out.

Not destroyed.

Freed.

The undead collapsed across the floor like puppets with cut strings.
The survivors stared, stunned.

A child whispered, “She saved them...”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

Lena’s eyes filled with tears, but her voice didn’t break.
She whispered into the silence—

“I am not your instrument.”



Izanagi’s smile vanished.

At last.

His eyes narrowed.

“You think you can undo me with sound?” he asked.
Lena stepped forward—unsteady, shaking, but unafraid.
“It's not sound,” Lena whispered.

“It's truth.”

Izanagi’s blood threads snapped outward like whips.
Ayane reacted instantly.

She threw her hands up—

the blood threads turned to brittle crystal mid-flight and shattered into red dust.
Ayane’s chest heaved.

“'m with you,” she told Lena again.

Lena glanced at her, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“I don’t want to fight,” Lena whispered.

Ayane’s voice shook.

“Neither do I,” she replied.

Then she looked Izanagi dead in the eyes.

“But we will.”

Izanagi exhaled slowly.

And the air around his hands thickened with blood again, gathering faster, heavier, darker.
“Then die,” he whispered.

Outside—

a roar split the storm.



Tao screamed in rage, the sound shaking the mountain like a warning from the cosmos itself.
Ayane felt it in her bones.

Tao knew.

He knew Izanagi had slipped past him.

And now—

inside the sanctuary—

Ayane and Lena stood between the survivors...

and the god who would turn every soul into fuel.

Lena’s notes spun faster.

Ayane’s hands lifted.

And the chamber held its breath as the sisters prepared to meet primal arcane with song and
transmutation—

to prove that even in a game made for monsters...

love could still become a weapon.

CHAPTER 27 — The Strings of the Dead

The sanctuary became a throat holding back a scream.

Lanternlight flickered in violent pulses. The air thickened—not with smoke, not with dust—but
with the metallic scent of blood that didn’t belong to anyone in the chamber.

It belonged to Izanagi.

He stood near the corridor tear like a god at the mouth of a grave, rainwater dripping from his
cloak, his eyes calm and merciless as he watched Lena and Ayane brace themselves like two
fragile walls against the end.

The survivors behind them clung together in terrified silence.



Children hid their faces in blankets.

A soldier who had once belonged to Lena’s royal guard raised a cracked spear with shaking
hands, even though he knew it was useless.

Lena’s notes hovered around her like stars caught in orbit.

Ayane’s fingers flexed, her transmutation ready in her blood like a blade unsheathed.
Izanagi’s voice cut through the chamber soft as silk.

“Do you know what | love most about music?” he asked.

Lena’s jaw clenched.

Ayane spat his name like a curse.

“lzanagi—"

He lifted one finger.

And the air bled.

Thin crimson threads appeared from nothing—stretching from the ceiling to the floor, from wall
to wall—like the sanctuary itself had become a web of veins.

The survivors gasped.

A mother screamed.

Ayane’s eyes widened.

Because those weren’t ordinary blood threads.
They weren’t physical.

They were metaphysical.

A spell woven out of life-force itself.

Izanagi’s mouth curved faintly.

“It vibrates,” he murmured.

His gaze locked on Lena.

“It obeys.”



Then he flicked his wrist.

The crimson threads snapped forward like whips.

Ayane thrust her hands out—

and the first wave of blood whips transformed midair into brittle black glass.

They shattered violently, spraying sharp fragments across the chamber floor like obsidian rain.
Ayane staggered at the recoil.

Her power held—but it cost her.

Lena’s notes flared, instinctive.

They shot outward, forming a protective ring around the survivors like an invisible dome.
The next wave of blood threads struck—

and Lena’s notes sang.

A pressure filled the chamber, vibrating in the bones.

The blood threads recoiled as if they’d been struck by a sound too pure to corrupt.
Izanagi’'s eyes narrowed.

“Oh,” he whispered. “So you’ve learned.”

Lena’s voice trembled, but her gaze held.

‘I won't let you take them.”

Izanagi stepped forward slowly.

Each footfall felt like a funeral bell in the stone.

“You’re already too late,” he said calmly.

He raised his hand again.

And the blood threads didn’t lash at Ayane this time.

They lashed into the floor.

Into the stone.



Into the cracks where bodies had already crawled up.
The earth beneath the sanctuary shuddered.

Then—

the dead rose again.

Dozens at once.

Reanimated soldiers crawled out of the stone like the mountain was vomiting corpses, their
armor rusted, their limbs stiff, their eyes glowing crimson with I1zanagi’s will.

They didn’t stumble.

They didn’t hesitate.

They stood.

And then they ran.

The survivors screamed as the undead surged forward.
Ayane reacted instantly.

She slammed her palms against the floor.

The stone turned to liquid iron for a single heartbeat—

then hardened into jagged barricades, rising between the undead and the survivors like blades
from the earth.

The first wave of undead crashed into it, bodies snapping against metal spikes.
But even impaled, they kept moving.

They didn’t feel pain.

They didn’t know death.

They were death.

Lena’s notes shot forward, striking their chests, their heads, their limbs—

and some collapsed into dust.

But others resisted, their necromantic stitching too strong.



Lena’s breath hitched.

“They’re not letting go,” she whispered.

Ayane’s voice strained.

“Then make them.”

Lena closed her eyes.

She listened.

Not to the screams.

Not to the storm outside.

To the threads.

To the sound beneath the blood magic.

To the music that was being forced into obedience.

And then she heard it.

A terrible harmony.

A chorus of souls screaming silently beneath Izanagi’s control.
Lena’s eyes snapped open, tears spilling instantly.

“They’re trapped,” she whispered.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“What?”

Lena’s voice broke into fury.

“He’s using their souls like strings,” she said. “He’s pulling them.”
Izanagi smiled.

“Yes,” he murmured, pleased. “That’s exactly what I’'m doing.”
Lena lifted her hand, shaking.

Her notes gathered—smaller now, tighter, more precise.



Not a defensive ring.

A scalpel.

Her fingers moved like she was playing an instrument only she could hear.
And the notes sharpened.

Not louder.

Sharper.

Lena reached outward—

and touched the crimson thread connected to the nearest undead soldier.
The moment her note touched it, she flinched like she’'d been burned.
She felt the soul inside it.

A soldier.

A man with a name.

A life.

A child waiting somewhere that no longer existed.

Lena’s breath shook.

“'m sorry,” she whispered.

Then she did what her power was meant to do.

She plucked the thread.

The crimson line snapped.

The undead soldier froze mid-step—

its eyes flickered—

and the crimson glow vanished.

The body collapsed to the floor like a puppet freed from strings.

A faint shimmer rose from it—soft, delicate, almost beautiful—



a soul-note released.

It drifted upward and disappeared, as if finally allowed to return to the universe.
Ayane stared, breathless.

‘Lena...”

Lena’s eyes were wide, wet, shaking.

“l can free them,” she whispered.

Izanagi’s smile vanished again.

His calm cracked slightly.

“Stop that.”

Lena shook her head, tears falling harder now.

“No.”

She lifted her hand again.

Her notes flew.

Not as weapons.

As mercy.

She plucked thread after thread after thread—

and the undead fell in waves, collapsing across the sanctuary floor like a tide finally retreating.
Survivors stared in awe.

Ayane’s chest heaved.

Her hands lifted again—transmuting the barricades into smooth protective walls, shaping them
into corridors that guided survivors farther back, away from the fight.

“Move!” Ayane shouted. “All of you—back! Back into the inner chamber!”
People stumbled away, crying and carrying one another, but alive.
Lena didn’t step back.

She stood where she was, trembling, and kept plucking.



Kept freeing.

Kept undoing Izanagi’s stolen choir.

But the more she freed—

the more Izanagi’s anger sharpened.

Blood gathered around him in thick spirals, rising like serpents from invisible veins.
His voice turned cold.

“You think you’re doing something noble?” he asked.
Lena’s face twisted.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Izanagi laughed softly.

“You’re stealing resources from me.”

The word resources hit Lena like a blade.

Her notes flared.

Ayane’s eyes burned.

“You don’t get to call lives resources!” Ayane snapped.
Izanagi’s gaze shifted to Ayane.

“Transmutation,” he murmured. “Such a pretty trick.”
His hand snhapped outward.

A spear of blood shot toward Ayane’s throat—

too fast—

Ayane raised her hands—

but the spear split midair into dozens of thin needles.
Too many to transmute at once.

Ayane’s breath caught—



And Lena’s notes surged between them like a shield.
The needles struck the notes—

and disintegrated into mist.

Lena staggered from the impact, choking.

Ayane caught her shoulder.

“Lena!” she gasped.

Lena’s breath shook.

“'m okay,” she whispered. “I'm—"

But her voice trembled.

Because she wasn’t okay.

She was bleeding internally from exertion and trauma and the weight of souls.
She couldn’t keep this forever.

Izanagi stepped forward again, eyes gleaming now.
‘I don’t need an army,” he murmured.

“I only need you to run out of strength.”

Lena’s lips trembled.

Ayane’s jaw clenched.

Then Ayane did something she’d never done before.
Something she hadn’t even realized she could.

She stepped forward and looked |zanagi dead in the eyes.
And she transmuted the air.

Not all of it.

Just a corridor of space between them.

The air thickened into something heavy—dense as stone but invisible.



A wall of pressure slammed into Izanagi’s body, forcing him to stop mid-step.
His eyes widened slightly.

Ayane’s hands shook violently, sweat pouring down her face.
“You're not touching her,” Ayane whispered.

Izanagi strained against it.

Blood threads formed around his arms, trying to slice through the invisible wall.
Ayane’s knees buckled.

But she held.

Lena lifted her hand again, notes gathering.

She looked at Izanagi through tears.

Her voice was quiet.

But it carried the authority of a queen who refused to die erased.
“You’re not getting my song,” Lena whispered.

Izanagi’s expression hardened.

“You’re going to give it to me,” he said.

Then he smiled faintly, crueler than before.

“Because I'm going to take it from your sister.”

Ayane’s eyes widened.

“What—"

Izanagi’s gaze flicked past them—

toward the survivors.

Toward the inner chamber.

Toward the children.

And Ayane realized the truth with a cold wave of horror:



He wasn'’t trying to break through Ayane’s wall by force.

He was going to break her by choice.

By making her decide who dies.

Izanagi’s voice lowered.

“One child,” he murmured.

He raised his hand—

and a blood thread shot past Ayane’s wall, slipping like a snake through a crack in the stone.
It wrapped around the ankle of a little girl in the back—the daughter of one of Lena’s guards.
The child screamed.

Her mother lunged for her.

The thread yanked—

hard—

pulling the girl toward Izanagi like a hooked fish.

“NO!” Ayane screamed.

Her concentration broke.

The invisible wall shattered.

Izanagi moved instantly.

Lena’s notes flared.

Ayane reached out—

but she was too late—

The child slid across the floor, sobbing, nails scraping stone.
Lena’s face twisted in horror.

And then Lena did something she didn’t even know she could do.

She didn’t pluck the thread.



She reached deeper.

She listened past blood.

Past necromancy.

Past Izanagi’s will.

She found the child’s song.

A tiny, frightened melody shaking in the air.

And she grabbed it.

Not with hands.

With music.

Lena’s notes wrapped around the child like a celestial embrace.
The blood thread snapped—

not cut.

Undone.

As if it had never existed.

The child slammed into her mother’s arms, sobbing.

Izanagi froze.

His eyes widened for the first time with something close to disbelief.
Lena stood shaking, tears pouring.

Her voice broke as she whispered:

“You can't steal souls from me.”

And in that moment, Ayane realized—

Lena wasn't just defending.

She was becoming something more terrifying than Izanagi expected:

A force that could rewrite the rules of death itself.



Outside—

the sky roared.

A distant scream of darkness shook the mountain.

Tao.

Fighting.

Finishing.

Because he could feel it now—

feel Izanagi pressing against the sanctuary’s heart.

And Tao was running out of time.

Lena’s notes spun faster.

Ayane lifted her hands again.

Izanagi’s calm returned slowly, but now it carried irritation.
“Interesting,” he murmured.

Then his blood threads rose again.

Thicker this time.

Sharper.

More violent.

“Let’'s see how long your mercy lasts,” Izanagi whispered.
And the chamber surged into battle again—

song and transmutation against primal arcane.

And somewhere beyond the mountain, Tao prepared to make a decision that would stain the
CcOoSmos...

to keep his sisters alive.



CHAPTER 28 — The Verdict of Night

Outside, the storm had become a cage.

Rain spiraled upward in unnatural currents, caught in the gravity of Tao’s rage. The trees bent
away from him. The mountain itself seemed to shrink, as if the world understood something
ancient had finally stopped pretending to be gentle.

No’gu stood in the mud, chest heaving, blood sliding down his lips.
He wasn’t laughing anymore.

His organic magic crawled around him in broken waves—roots twisting at his feet, desperate to
answer his will, but even the forest hesitated now. Even the living things he commanded could
feel the shape of Tao’s darkness closing in.

Tao’s eyes were bottomless.

Toji was not in his hand.

He didn’t need it.

The blade was cosmos sharpened.

But what stood in front of No’gu now was something older than steel:
the hunger between stars.

No’gu wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand and forced himself to stand
straighter.

“You think you can kill me?” he spat, voice ragged with panic disguised as bravado. “You think
you can—"

Tao stepped forward.

The shadows followed like a tide.

His voice cut through the rain like a law being spoken into creation.
“l don’t think,” Tao murmured.

His eyes narrowed.

‘I decide.”

No’gu lunged.



A final desperate charge.

The earth beneath him erupted—vines, branches, roots, thorns—an entire forest snapping
upward into existence like spears aimed at Tao’s heart.

The air filled with the shriek of living wood tearing free.
Tao didn’t move.

Not until the last second.

Then Tao raised his hand—

and the darkness opened.

Not spilling outward.

Opening inward.

A void blooming in the air directly in front of him—Dblack, endless, swallowing light like a mouth.
The spear-forest hit it.

And vanished.

Wood, leaves, thorns, everything—

devoured.

No’gu’s eyes widened.

His breath caught.

“What—"

Tao was already there.

In front of him.

So close No’'gu could see the absence in Tao’s eyes, like staring into the space where stars
died.

No’gu swung his blade wildly—
Tao caught his wrist.

The impact wasn’t loud.



It was final.

No’gu’s arm trembled, trying to fight the grip of darkness itself.
Tao leaned in, voice low enough to feel like a whisper in No’gu’s bones.
“You hunted my sisters,” Tao said.

His grip tightened.

“You burned children.”

No’gu’s teeth clenched.

“You’re—too late—" he rasped. “They’re already—"

Tao’s voice dropped into something worse than rage:
devotion.

“l am never too late,” Tao whispered.

Then Tao lifted his other hand.

The darkness gathered around it, thickening into something with shape.
A hand.

A claw.

A verdict.

He placed it against No’'gu’s chest.

No’gu’s eyes widened, terror finally naked.

“Tao—wait—"

Tao didn’t wait.

He pushed.

The darkness entered No’gu’s body like ink poured into water.
No’gu screamed.

Not in pain.



In unraveling.

His organic magic surged violently, thrashing for release, trying to force the forest to save him—
but the forest couldn’t obey a corpse.

No’gu’s veins darkened.

His eyes turned wide and glassy.

His mouth opened again—

but no sound came out.

Because Tao wasn't killing him like a warrior.

Tao was erasing him like a cosmic correction.

No’gu’s body collapsed inward, folding into shadow like paper burned from the inside out.
In seconds, there was nothing left but wet mud and rain.
No blood.

No bones.

No proof.

Only absence.

Tao stood still for a heartbeat, chest rising slowly.

And then the screaming began again.

Not from outside.

From inside the mountain.

Tao turned sharply toward the sanctuary.

The air trembled.

He could feel Lena’s song straining.

Ayane’s power burning herself hollow.

Izanagi’s primal arcane twisting through stone like poison.



Tao’s jaw clenched.

He whispered a single word—soft, furious.
“No.”

And the world folded.

Darkness wrapped around him—

and Tao vanished.

Inside the sanctuary, the air was breaking.

Ayane’s invisible wall of pressure had collapsed. She stood trembling, sweat and blood slicking
her skin, hands raised defensively as Izanagi’'s blood threads lashed the air like serpents.

Lena stood beside her, pale and shaking, her constellation of notes spinning wildly, bright
enough to light the chamber in soft celestial glow.

But her breathing was ragged.

Her strength was draining fast.

And lzanagi knew it.

He walked forward slowly, calm as a priest.

“You're remarkable,” Izanagi murmured, eyes locked on Lena. “Even wounded, you resist.”
He lifted his hand.

Blood threads gathered into a single spear—thick, dark, pulsing like a living heart.

“You understand souls,” he whispered. “So let me show you something else you'll understand.”
The spear aimed at Lena’s chest.

Not to kill her.

To open her.

To rip her song out.

Ayane threw herself in front of Lena instinctively.



“‘NO!” she screamed.

Her fingers flexed, transmutation surging—
the blood spear began to harden into crystal—
but it fought her.

It resisted.

It was too alive.

Too ancient.

Too primal.

Ayane’s hands shook violently.

The spear slowed.

But didn’t stop.

Lena’s notes flared.

She tried to pluck it—

but the spear wasn’t a string.

It was a blade.

And it was coming.

Then the shadows arrived.

The chamber went dark so suddenly the lanterns looked like dying stars.
A wave of night poured in through the corridor like the mountain itself exhaled darkness.
The blood spear froze in midair.

Not because Ayane stopped it.

Because Tao’s presence commanded it.

Tao stepped between them.

His eyes were void-black.



His darkness rolled off him in heavy waves, swallowing the crimson glow in the chamber like the
night was starving.

Izanagi’s gaze sharpened.

“Ah,” he murmured. “So No’gu died.”

Tao didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

The absence in his eyes was the answer.
Lena’s breath broke into a sob of relief.
“Tao...” she whispered.

Ayane’s knees nearly buckled.
“Tao—thank the cosmos—"

Tao didn’t look away from Izanagi.

His voice was low.

“You will not touch them,” Tao said.
Izanagi smiled faintly.

“You killed your brother,” he said, almost amused. “So the rules truly are ash now.”
Tao’s darkness surged.

“I didn’t kill him,” Tao corrected quietly.
His eyes narrowed.

‘I ended a mistake.”

Izanagi’s smile faded.

He raised both hands.

Blood threads rose like a storm—dozens, hundreds—filling the chamber, whipping toward Tao
from every direction.

Tao lifted one hand.



The darkness rose with it.

The blood threads struck the night—
and vanished.

Not shattered.

Not blocked.

Gone.

Consumed.

Izanagi’s eyes widened slightly.

Tao turned his head a fraction, voice still deadly calm.
“Ayane,” Tao said.

Ayane blinked, breath shaking.

“Yes?”

“Protect the survivors,” Tao commanded.

Ayane swallowed hard and nodded, moving quickly toward the back where people huddled,
raising her hands to reinforce walls, seal cracks, transmute broken stone into protective barriers.

Tao’s gaze shifted to Lena.

“Lena.”

Lena’s eyes were wet.

“I'm here,” she whispered.

Tao’s voice softened, just enough to become human.
“Do not let him take your song,” he said.

Lena’s jaw tightened.

‘I won’t,” she whispered.

Then her notes flared again, brighter, steadier—no longer spinning wildly, but forming a
controlled orbit around her like a crown made of starlight.



Izanagi stepped back slightly, eyes narrowing.

He looked between them.

Three siblings.

Creation of fear and love and power all standing in one chamber.
“Interesting,” Izanagi murmured. “You've reunited.”

Tao took a step forward.

His darkness thickened.

And something shifted in the air—

a pressure like a blade being drawn from the universe itself.
Toji did not appear.

But the idea of it did.

The cosmos sharpened in Tao’s presence.

Izanagi’s smile returned faintly.

“You can’t kill me here,” Izanagi said calmly. “Not with them watching. Not with mortals at your
back.”

Tao’s voice was cold.

“You mistake me,” Tao murmured.

He took another step.

‘I am not trying to spare them from seeing what | am.”
The blood threads surged again—

and this time Lena moved.

Her notes flew forward, not to block the threads—

but to pluck their origin.

Lena’s eyes narrowed, focus sharpening like a blade.

She listened past the blood.



Past the arcane.

She found the note beneath Izanagi’'s magic—

the vibration that powered it.

And she snapped it.

The blood threads collapsed midair, falling like dead snakes to the floor.
Izanagi’'s eyes widened, irritation flashing.

Ayane lifted her hands from the back of the chamber—

and transmuted the fallen blood into harmless rainwater that soaked into stone and vanished.
Izanagi’'s gaze locked on Ayane.

“Well,” he murmured. “The kind one has teeth.”

Ayane’s voice shook, but her eyes burned.

“I'm done being kind to monsters.”

Tao’s darkness surged higher.

The chamber walls trembled.

Izanagi lifted his hand again—

but Tao was already moving.

He didn’t strike with fists.

He struck with night.

A shadow hand slammed into I1zanagi’s chest, throwing him backward through the corridor tear
like a body flung into a grave.

Izanagi disappeared.

The blood runes snapped and dissolved.

The undead soldiers collapsed into inert bodies instantly.
Silence hit the chamber like a wave.

Lanternlight steadied.



Rain’s distant sound returned.

Lena’s notes dimmed slowly, drifting down like exhausted stars.

Ayane sagged against a wall, breathing hard.

For one heartbeat, it was over.

Then Tao stiffened.

His head turned slightly toward the corridor.

His voice dropped to a whisper.

“He’s not finished.”

Lena’s eyes widened.

Ayane’s breath caught.

“What do you mean?” Ayane rasped.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

“He will come back with something worse than blood,” Tao said quietly.
Izanagi wasn'’t afraid.

He was learning.

Adapting.

And somewhere in the storm beyond the mountain, the universe held its breath.
Because the moment Tao killed No'gu...

the game stopped being a contest.

It became a war of extinction.



CHAPTER 29 — The Price of a Home

Silence did not last.
It never did.
Not in a universe where gods played with lives like coins.

For one fragile moment, the sanctuary felt almost still. The undead lay collapsed across the
floor—lifeless now, harmless now. The survivors breathed again, some sobbing into each
other’s shoulders, some whispering prayers that sounded more like disbelief than faith.

Lena’s constellation of notes dimmed, drifting around her fingers like tired stars.

Ayane leaned against the stone wall, shaking, sweat and blood clinging to her skin. She
swallowed hard, trying to steady her breathing.

Tao stood at the corridor tear, darkness curling around him like a cloak that refused to loosen.
His eyes never left the rip in reality.

Because he could feel it.

Not fear.

Not rage.

A mind.

Cold.

Calculating.

Izanagi didn’t retreat like a wounded animal.

He retreated like a strategist.

And that made him far more dangerous than No’gu ever was.
Lena stepped closer to Tao, voice trembling.

“Is he coming back?” she whispered.

Tao didn’t answer right away.

His jaw tightened.



Then, softly:

“Yes.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“How do you know?”

Tao’s gaze remained fixed.

“Because he hasn’t taken what he came for,” Tao said.
Lena’s breath hitched.

“‘My song...”

Tao nodded.

“And something else,” he murmured.

Ayane frowned.

“What else?”

Tao’s darkness stirred.

His voice lowered into something that sounded like a confession.
“My weakness.”

Ayane’s eyes widened.

Lena’s notes trembled.

“What weakness?” Lena asked, voice cracking.

Tao finally turned his head, just enough to look at them.
For the first time, his expression wasn’t void.

It was human.

It was the face of a god with something to lose.

“My family,” Tao said.

The words landed like a hammer.



Ayane went still.

Lena’s eyes widened, a soft, terrified sound slipping from her throat.
“Tao...” she whispered.

Tao’s gaze darkened again quickly, as if he hated the softness in his voice.
“He will use them,” Tao said.

Ayane pushed off the wall, voice sharp.

“No. He can't—"

Tao cut her off.

“He can,” Tao said. “And he will.”

His eyes flicked toward the survivors deeper in the sanctuary.

“And he will use yours too.”

The survivors didn’t know they were pieces in a cosmic wager.
They didn’t know their lives were being weighed against a god’s child.
They only knew they had survived one apocalypse...

and another one was coming.

Lena swallowed hard.

Her voice shook.

“What do we do?”

Tao stared into the corridor tear.

His answer came quiet.

“We hold.”

Ayane’s hands clenched.

“We already are.”

Tao’s darkness pulsed once.



“No,” he murmured. “We hold long enough for me to finish what No’gu couldn’t.”
Lena’s notes brightened slightly.

“You mean... kill him.”

Tao didn’t deny it.

Ayane’s chest tightened.

“You can’t,” she whispered. “Not—Tao, if you kill him, this stops being a game. It becomes—”
“It already is,” Tao said coldly.

Ayane went still.

The truth of it hung in the air.

The game died when No’gu’s body vanished into nothing.

The rules died when Chrysanthemum was blinded.

Now there was only power.

Only survival.

Only love...

and what it forced you to do.

The corridor tear began to shimmer again.

The air thinned.

Lantern flames flickered.

Lena’s notes rose instinctively, forming a protective orbit.

Ayane lifted her hands, transmutation ready.

Tao’s darkness surged forward, filling the entrance like a mouth of night waiting to swallow what
returned.

And then...
Izanagi came back.

But he didn’t step through alone.



Behind him, through the tear in reality, the world twisted.

Not into undead.

Not into warships.

Something far worse.

A scene.

A vision.

A doorway into Tao’s private life.

The corridor beyond Izanagi rippled like a mirror turned liquid.
And inside that mirror—

Ayane saw it.

A small cottage under a gray sky. A garden wrapped in morning mist. A child laughing as she
ran barefoot through wet grass.

A woman’s voice calling her home.
Tao’s daughter.

Tao’s wife.

Alive.

Unaware.

Safe—

until now.

Tao’s body went rigid.

His darkness shuddered.

The void in his eyes flickered like a flame threatened by wind.
No.

Not no.

Fear.



Pure, sharp fear.

Izanagi’s voice drifted into the sanctuary like a knife sliding between ribs.
“Ah,” he murmured. “There it is.”

Lena’s breath caught.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“Tao...” Ayane whispered.

Tao’s fists clenched.

The darkness around him trembled violently, responding to the chaos in his heart.
Izanagi stepped forward slightly, calm and merciless.

“You wanted to protect your home,” he said softly.

The vision behind him shifted.

The child—Tao’s daughter—paused mid-run, turning her head as if she’d heard something far
away.

The woman—Tao’s wife—looked up from the doorway, brows knitting in confusion.
Neither of them could see Izanagi.

But Izanagi could see them perfectly.

He raised one hand, slow and deliberate.

And a thin blood thread appeared.

Not in the sanctuary.

In the vision.

It slid toward the child like a serpent through grass.
Lena gasped sharply.

“No!”

Ayane stepped forward, furious.

“You don’t touch her!”



Izanagi’s eyes flicked to Ayane, amused.

“You see?” he murmured. “That’s the problem with love.”
His gaze returned to Tao.

“It makes gods predictable.”

Tao’s voice cracked.

His eyes burned void-black.

“Stop,” Tao said.

It wasn’t a request.

It was a god ordering the universe.

Izanagi smiled faintly.

“Or what?” he asked. “Will you erase me too?”

The blood thread in the vision reached Tao’s daughter’s ankle.
The little girl froze.

Her face scrunched in confusion.

“‘Mama?” she called softly.

Tao’s entire body locked.

A sound rose in his throat—something broken, something unholy.
His darkness roared outward—

but it stopped.

Because Tao knew...

if he attacked Izanagi recklessly—

Izanagi would tighten the thread.

And his daughter would die before the strike even landed.

Ayane realized it instantly.



Lena realized it too.

They both felt Tao’s hesitation like a blade in the air.
A god hesitating.

Because this time the target wasn’t an enemy.

It was a child.

Lena stepped forward, voice shaking.

“lzanagi,” she whispered.

He looked at her.

His expression stayed calm.

“You,” Lena said, voice trembling with fury, “are disgusting.”
Izanagi’s smile deepened slightly.

“And yet,” he murmured, “you’re still here.”

Lena’s notes brightened, circling tighter.

“I can hear the strings,” Lena whispered.

Her eyes locked on the blood thread in the vision.

“I can hear what you’re doing.”

Izanagi’s gaze sharpened.

“Oh?” he said softly. “Then stop me.”

Lena lifted her hand.

Her notes floated toward the vision like starlight drifting into a mirror.
They moved gently—

carefully—

like Lena was approaching a sleeping child.

Ayane stepped beside her, hands raised.



‘I can change it,” Ayane whispered. “If you can reach it, | can—"
Tao’s voice cut through, raw and shaking.

“‘Don’t,” Tao whispered.

Lena looked at him.

Tao’s eyes flickered again.

“If you fail,” Tao said, voice breaking, “she dies.”

Lena’s throat tightened.

“But if we do nothing,” Lena whispered, “she dies anyway.”
Ayane nodded slowly.

“She’s right,” Ayane said. “We have to try.”

Tao’s jaw clenched.

His darkness trembled.

But he stepped back half a step—

barely.

Just enough to let them move.

Izanagi watched this exchange with a faint smile.
Because he was winning already.

Not by strength.

By forcing them to care.

He spread his arms slightly.

“Go on,” Izanagi murmured. “Save her.”

Lena’s notes drifted into the vision.

They touched the blood thread around the child’s ankle.

Lena closed her eyes.



She listened.

Beneath the blood magic...

beneath Izanagi’s control...

she found the child’s song.

It was small.

Bright.

Innocent.

A melody that had nothing to do with war.
Lena’s breath shook.

Tears slid down her face.

“She’s so... little,” Lena whispered.
Ayane’s hands trembled.

‘I can’t let him take her.”

Lena’s notes sharpened.

She reached deeper—

and then she found the thread’s origin.
Not the blood.

Not the arcane.

The note of domination beneath it.

Lena lifted her fingers like she was plucking a string on a harp.
And she pulled.

The blood thread snapped.

In the vision, Tao’s daughter stumbled backward, free.

The little girl blinked, confused, then ran back toward her mother’s arms.



Safe.

Alive.

Ayane exhaled a shaking sob of relief.
Tao’s breath shattered.

For one heartbeat, he looked like he might fall.
Then Izanagi’s smile vanished completely.
His eyes turned cold.

“So,” he murmured. “You can reach beyond the walls of reality.”
Lena’s notes trembled.

Ayane swallowed hard.

Tao’s darkness rose again, violent now.
Izanagi’s hands lifted.

The corridor tear widened.

And suddenly the vision changed.

The cottage vanished.

The garden vanished.

And in its place—

a new scene formed.

Not Tao’s family.

Lena’s people.

Ayane’s survivors.

Children.

Hundreds of them.

Their souls hovering like lanterns, trembling in the dark.



Izanagi’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“How many can you save,” he murmured, “before you break?”
Lena’s breath caught.

Her notes shuddered.

Tao’s voice turned deadly again.

“That’s enough.”

Izanagi’s eyes gleamed.

“Is it?” he asked softly.

Then he raised both hands—

and the souls in the vision began to tighten into a single massive chord, a crushing soundless
pressure that pressed against Lena’s mind.

Lena screamed softly, clutching her head.

Ayane caught her, panicked.

“Lena!” she cried.

Lena’s notes flared wildly, flickering like dying stars.
Izanagi leaned forward, calm as a god at the edge of a cliff.
“Give me your song,” he whispered, “and I'll stop.”

Tao’s darkness surged—

but Tao stopped again.

Because if Tao attacked...

Izanagi would crush Lena’s mind before Tao could reach him.
Ayane’s chest heaved.

She looked at Tao with desperation.

“We can't—"

Tao’s eyes burned.



“Yes,” Tao whispered.

His voice dropped into something final.

“We can.”

He stepped forward slowly, darkness curling around him like a blade sharpening.
Lena’s breath shook, eyes wide and tear-filled.

“Tao... don't...”

Tao didn’t look away from Izanagi.

His voice was quiet.

But it carried the weight of the cosmos.

“You wanted to see what love makes gods do,” Tao murmured.

His darkness surged.

“Then watch.”

And the sanctuary trembled as Tao prepared to make the only move left—
one that would not just fight Izanagi...

but remove him from the universe entirely.

CHAPTER 30 — The Song That Held the
World

The sanctuary could barely contain what it had become.

Stone that had once been silent now trembled as if it had a heartbeat. Lanternlight flickered
violently, shadows stretching across the chamber walls like they were trying to escape.



Lena sat half-collapsed against Ayane’s shoulder, one hand pressed to her temple, breath
stuttering. Her notes—her celestial orbit of music—had dimmed into unstable sparks that flared
and faded like stars on the verge of collapse.

Ayane held her as if holding her together was the only thing keeping the universe from breaking.
“Lena... stay with me,” Ayane whispered.

Lena’s eyes fluttered, tears slipping down her cheeks.

“He’s... crushing me,” she breathed. “He’s trying to—pull me apart...”

Izanagi stood across the chamber, calm and merciless, blood threads swirling around his hands
like ribbons dipped in dusk.

Behind him, the tear in reality widened—shimmering like a wound that refused to close.
Inside that wound, souls trembled in a gathering storm.
Hundreds.

Thousands.

Not just corpses anymore.

Not just reanimated soldiers.

The raw fuel of existence itself—life turned into weapon.
Izanagi’s gaze stayed locked on Lena.

His voice was quiet.

“You can hear them, can’t you?” he murmured.

Lena’s breath shook.

Ayane’s jaw clenched.

“You don’t get to speak to her like that,” Ayane snarled.
Izanagi’s eyes flicked to Ayane for a moment, mildly entertained.
“You're still pretending this is about morality,” he said softly.
Then he turned his gaze back to Lena.

“This is about control.”



Tao stood between them now.
Still.
Silent.

His darkness coiled around him like a storm trapped beneath skin. The air near him seemed
heavier, like the laws of reality had started to bend in anticipation of his choice.

He did not look at the survivors.

He did not look at Lena or Ayane.

Because if he did...

he might hesitate again.

And Tao could not afford hesitation.

Not anymore.

He stepped forward.

The darkness beneath his feet spread outward like ink spilled across stone.
Izanagi smiled faintly.

“So,” he murmured. “You're finally ready to do it.”
Tao’s voice came out low and lethal.

“You will release them,” Tao said.

Izanagi tilted his head.

“‘Or?”

Tao’s eyes turned into pure void.

“Or | will erase you,” Tao replied.

The chamber fell silent.

Even the survivors stopped crying.

Because everyone in that sanctuary understood what the word erase meant when it came from
Tao.



It wasn’t death.

It was nothingness.
Izanagi’s smile didn’t waver.
He lifted his hands slowly.

The blood threads thickened, twisting into a single cord that connected him to the torn veil
behind him.

A cord made of souls.

A cord made of stolen life.

“You can try,” Izanagi murmured. “But you’ll lose something first.”

His gaze flicked toward Lena again.

A threat without words.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

Then Tao raised his hand.

And the darkness answered.

It didn’t surge wildly.

It formed.

Condensed.

Focused into a perfect sphere of night—small enough to fit in Tao’s palm.
A black star.

A collapse in miniature.

Ayane felt her bones vibrate.

The lantern flames bent toward Tao’s hand as if light itself wanted to flee.
Lena’s eyes widened weakly.

“Tao...” she whispered.

Tao didn’t look back.



He aimed the sphere at Izanagi.

And in a voice that sounded like the universe issuing a verdict, Tao spoke:
“Be gone.”

He released it.

The sphere shot forward, silent as death.

It didn’t tear the air.

It swallowed it.

It struck Izanagi’s chest—

and lzanagi’s body buckled.

His cloak flared like wings in a storm.

His feet skidded backward across stone, leaving cracks in the floor.
His eyes widened for the first time in true alarm.

Because Tao’s darkness wasn'’t trying to kill him.

It was trying to delete him.

Izanagi snarled, blood threads surging upward.

He wrapped them around the sphere of darkness like chains, trying to hold it back.
The darkness devoured the first set of threads instantly.

Then the second.

Then the third.

Izanagi’s hands shook.

His voice rose in anger.

“No—""

The torn veil behind him pulsed.

Souls screamed silently.



The cord connecting him to them glowed brighter—feeding him, forcing more power into his
blood magic to resist erasure.

Tao stepped forward again, hand lifting.

The darkness around his body rose higher like a tide preparing to swallow the chamber.
Ayane’s breath hitched.

The survivors pressed backward in fear, shielding children with their bodies.
Because if Tao lost control—

the sanctuary would vanish with Izanagi.

Lena felt it too.

She lifted her head slowly, eyes wide with terror.

“Tao... you'll destroy us,” she whispered.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

His voice did not break.

“Then don’t let me,” he murmured.

And he released another sphere.

Another black star.

It slammed into l1zanagi.

The sorcerer staggered—

and the torn veil behind him ruptured further.

The cord of souls snapped outward like a whip—

and suddenly the souls behind him poured into the sanctuary.
Not bodies.

Not ghosts.

A storm of light and scream and memory.

Ayane gasped.



The air became heavy with voices that weren’t heard but felt—
fear, pain, grief, begging.

It slammed into Lena’s mind like a tidal wave.

Lena screamed.

Her notes flared violently, exploding outward like shattered constellations.
Ayane grabbed her, desperate.

‘Lenal! Lena!”

Lena’s eyes rolled back.

Her breath choked.

Too many voices.

Too many songs.

Too many souls being forced into one room.

It was unbearable.

Izanagi smiled through the strain.

“You can erase me,” he snarled at Tao, “but you'll break her first.”
Tao froze.

Just for a heartbeat.

A heartbeat too long.

Because Lena screamed again—raw, helpless, drowning.
Ayane’s hands shook as she tried to transmute the storm of soul-energy, but it wasn’'t matter.
It wasn’t metal or stone.

It was existence.

She couldn’t change it.

Not like that.



Lena’s body convulsed in Ayane’s arms.
Her remaining hand clawed at her chest.
Her notes flickered like dying stars.
Ayane’s voice broke.

“Tao—stop! You're killing her!”

Tao’s darkness trembled.

His breath hitched.

And that was the moment I1zanagi moved.
He yanked the cord of souls tight.

The storm slammed fully into Lena.

Her head snapped back.

Her mouth opened in a silent scream—
and her notes almost went out entirely.
Izanagi’s voice turned soft again.

“Give me your song,” he whispered. “And | will silence them.”
Ayane sobbed.

‘Lena...”

Lena’s eyes fluttered.

She was slipping.

Not into death—

into collapse.

Into becoming a vessel for every stolen soul Izanagi had ever used.
And then—

Lena stopped fighting the storm.



Not surrender.

Not surrender.

She listened.

Deep.

Deeper than pain.

Deeper than fear.

Deeper than the voices clawing inside her.
She listened until she found the pattern.
The chord.

The truth beneath the chaos:

Every soul had a note.

Every life had a song.

And Izanagi wasn’t controlling them with strength.
He was controlling them with disharmony.
He forced them into the wrong key.

He made them scream against their nature.
And Lena... Lena knew music.

She knew how to bring voices together.
How to turn a crowd into harmony.

Lena lifted her head slowly.

Her eyes opened.

And they glowed faintly—not with light—
with music.

Ayane froze.



‘Lena...?”

Lena’s voice came out shaking... but clear.

“No more,” Lena whispered.

Izanagi’s smile faltered.

“What?”

Lena raised her hand.

Her notes returned.

But they weren’t flickering anymore.

They weren’t scattered.

They formed a circle—perfect, controlled, radiant.
A crown.

A conductor’s ring.

Lena inhaled—

and she sang.

Not aloud.

Not with lungs.

With the universe.

A single chord rolled out through the sanctuary like a wave of pure celestial sound.
It touched the storm of souls—

and the screaming stopped.

The storm didn’t vanish.

It aligned.

The souls began to drift into formation, like fireflies settling into a constellation.

Their fear softened.



Their rage eased.

Their agony became quiet.

Because Lena wasn'’t fighting them anymore.
She was giving them what lzanagi never did:
rest.

Ayane’s mouth fell open.

Tears streamed down her face.

“Lena...” she whispered. “You're... you’re holding them...”
Lena’s expression twisted, pain still in her eyes.
But her voice held.

“l can hear them,” Lena whispered. “All of them.”
She looked at Izanagi now.

Her eyes sharpened.

“And you don’t deserve to touch them.”

Izanagi’s calm cracked into anger.

“You can’t keep that up!” he snapped.

Lena’s notes flared brighter.

“Watch me.”

The souls in the chamber began to glow softly, orbiting Lena’s music like a galaxy surrounding
its star.

The torn veil behind Izanagi trembled, shrinking slightly as Lena stabilized what he had tried to
weaponize.

Tao stared at Lena, stunned.
For the first time, his darkness eased.

His voice came out low.



“...Lena.”

Lena didn’t look away from lzanagi.

“Finish him,” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes narrowed.

He understood instantly.

Lena had taken the storm off their shoulders.

She had given Tao back his ability to strike without destroying the sanctuary.
Ayane lifted her hands, tears still falling.

She transmuted the cracked walls into reinforced stone, sealing weak points, protecting the
survivors.

She looked at Tao, voice hoarse.

“Now,” Ayane whispered. “Now you can.”

Tao’s darkness rose again.

But this time it wasn’t wild.

It wasn’t desperate.

It was controlled.

Surgical.

A blade made of night.

Izanagi stepped backward, eyes narrowing, realizing too late what Lena had done.
“You think harmony saves you?” Izanagi snarled.
Tao took one final step forward.

His voice was calm as an eclipse.

“No,” Tao murmured.

“It condemns you.”

He lifted his hand.



The darkness condensed again into that small sphere of erasure.
A black star.

But this time, Lena’s harmony held the sanctuary steady.
Ayane’s walls held the survivors safe.

And Tao’s mind held the strike true.

Izanagi’s eyes widened.

For the first time...

fear flickered.

Tao released the black star.

It hit Izanagi dead-center.

And the sorcerer screamed.

Not in pain.

In unbeing.

The blood threads around him snapped.

The cord of souls severed.

The torn veil shuddered violently—

then began to close.

Izanagi clawed at the air, trying to hold himself together, trying to anchor himself to reality—
but Tao’s darkness devoured every anchor.

His cloak dissolved into shadow.

His body folded into nothing.

His voice broke into fragments of rage and disbelief—
then vanished.

Gone.



Erased.
The chamber fell silent.
The storm of souls drifted gently, no longer trapped.

Lena held them in her ring of notes, tears falling quietly as she whispered something only the
universe could hear:

“I'm sorry.”

The souls began to rise.

One by one, they floated upward like lanterns lifted into a night sky.
They passed through the stone ceiling not as ghosts—

but as songs returning to where they belonged.

The sanctuary grew lighter.

The air cleared.

The pressure lifted.

Ayane sank to her knees, sobbing, overwhelmed.

Lena’s notes dimmed slowly.

Her body swayed.

Ayane reached for her—

but Tao was there first.

He caught Lena gently with one arm, holding her like she was made of fragile starlight.
Lena’s head fell against his shoulder.

Her voice was a whisper.

“Tao... did we... win?”

Tao’s jaw clenched.

His eyes softened.

“For now,” he whispered.



Ayane looked up through tears.

“For now?” she echoed.

Tao’s gaze lifted toward the corridor tear, now sealed.
Toward the storm beyond the mountain.

Toward the game above them all.

His voice dropped into something heavy.
“Chrysanthemum is still blind,” Tao murmured.
Ayane’s blood ran cold.

Lena’s eyes fluttered open weakly.

“What does that mean?” Lena whispered.

Tao’s darkness curled close again, protective.

‘It means,” Tao said quietly, “the worst is still coming.”
Because Izanagi was gone.

No’gu was gone.

But the game had other pieces.

Other siblings.

Other wildcards.

And somewhere far away, in the palace between time—
Chrysanthemum watched.

Waiting.

To see what her brothers and sisters would become...

when power was no longer restrained by rules.



CHAPTER 31 — The Quiet After the Storm

The sanctuary did not celebrate.

There were no cheers.

No songs of victory.

Only breathing.

Only the fragile sound of living people realizing they were still alive.

Lanternlight steadied at last, warm and trembling, casting gold across stone walls stained with
mud, blood, and ash. The air smelled different now—not metallic, not sick with
necromancy—but heavy with exhaustion and grief.

Bodies of the reanimated lay scattered across the floor, empty husks with no glow left behind
their eyes.

Not enemies anymore.
Just remains.
The kind of remains the universe pretended not to notice.

Ayane sat on the floor near the inner chamber, back against stone, her knees drawn to her
chest. Her hands were still raised slightly, fingers half-curled as if she didn’t trust herself to stop
using her power.

Because the moment she stopped...

she might remember everything.

She might remember Lena’s screams.

The children nearly taken.

Tao standing like an eclipse at the mouth of the corridor.
Izanagi’s voice slithering through stone like poison.

And the words that still echoed inside her like a curse:
resources.

Ayane’s eyes burned.



She wiped at her face roughly, smearing dirt across her cheek, then stared at her trembling
palms.

| did that.
She had changed air.
She had shaped stone like water.

She had protected hundreds of lives with hands that still felt too small to hold something so
massive.

Across the chamber, survivors huddled together on blankets, whispering soft prayers, holding
one another like the only anchor left in existence was warmth. A soldier wept quietly with his
forehead pressed to the ground. A young mother rocked her child back and forth, eyes wide and
empty, whispering the same line over and over.

“Safe... safe... safe...”
As if repeating it could keep the universe from taking it away again.

Lena lay near the far wall on a bed of cloaks and blankets, propped against a thick pillow. Her
breathing was shallow but steady. Her skin looked pale beneath the lanternlight, like she’d been
drained of color.

Tao sat beside her, one arm resting on his knee, his posture rigid—too still, too alert, like he
didn’t trust the world not to break again if he blinked.

His darkness had quieted, curling close to him like a tired animal.

But his eyes...

his eyes were still the same.

Void-deep.

A god who had erased someone from existence and hadn’t yet decided how to live with it.
Lena’s remaining hand twitched slightly against the blanket.

Then her eyes fluttered open.

She blinked once.

Twice.

And for a moment, she looked confused—as if waking from a dream so violent she couldn’t
remember where she left herself.



Then she saw Tao.

Her lips parted.

“Tao...” she whispered.

His gaze snapped to her instantly.
He leaned closer.

“I'm here,” he murmured.

Lena swallowed, throat dry.

“Did... did it stop?” she asked softly.
Tao’s jaw tightened.

“It stopped,” he said. “It's quiet now.”

Lena’s eyes drifted around the chamber, taking in the survivors, the blankets, the shattered floor,
the husks of the undead.

Her breath hitched.

“My people...” she whispered.

“They’re alive,” Tao said.

Lena’s eyes filled with tears instantly.

She tried to sit up—

and pain stabbed through her body so hard she gasped, clutching her chest.
Ayane shot up and rushed toward her.

“Lena—don’t!” Ayane cried, kneeling beside her.

Lena’s breathing broke into sobs.

‘I can’t...” she whispered. “Ayane, | can’t feel my arm. | can't—"
Ayane’s voice cracked.

“I know,” she whispered. “I know. But you’re here.”

Lena’s tears fell faster.



“They’re still looking at me,” Lena whispered shakily. “They’re... they’re waiting for me to be their
queen. And I'm... I'm broken.”

Ayane held her face gently, thumbs wiping tears away.

“You're not broken,” Ayane said.

Lena shook her head, laughing softly through tears.

“I lost everything,” she whispered.

Tao’s voice came quiet, heavy.

“You didn’t lose them,” he said.

Lena’s gaze flicked toward the huddled survivors.

A child peeked out from behind a blanket, eyes red from crying.

When the child saw Lena awake, their face changed—like hope returning cautiously.

The child stood slowly, walked forward, and sat at the edge of Lena’s blanket, too afraid to
speak.

Lena stared at them.

Her lips trembled.

Then she lifted her remaining hand slowly and rested it on the child’s head.
The child leaned into her touch like it was sunlight.
Lena’s breath shook.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered.

Tao leaned closer.

His voice softened.

“You do it the same way you always have,” he murmured.
“With love.”

Lena’s shoulders shook.

Ayane lowered her forehead to Lena’s blanket, sobbing quietly.



For a moment, the three of them stayed like that—pressed together in the quiet after war,
holding onto one another like the only proof that they were still sisters was touch.

Then Tao’s posture stiffened.

His gaze flicked toward the sanctuary entrance.
Ayane lifted her head, instantly tense.

“What is it?” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes narrowed.

“Nothing,” he said.

But the word was too sharp.

Too quick.

Lena noticed.

“Tao...” she whispered. “What aren’t you saying?”
Tao didn’t answer.

He stood slowly, the shadows around him tightening.
Ayane rose too, instinctive.

“Tao,” Ayane said, voice strained. “What is it?”
Tao’s jaw clenched.

Finally, he spoke low enough that only the sisters could hear.
‘I need to go,” he murmured.

Lena’s eyes widened.

“What?”

Ayane’s blood went cold.

“To where?” she demanded.

Tao looked at them both.

And there it was again—



that human fear.

The one Izanagi had exposed.

“My wife,” Tao said. “My daughter.”

Lena’s breath caught.

Ayane stepped forward.

“Tao, you can’t leave,” she whispered. “Not now. We—"
‘I won’t be gone long,” Tao said.

His voice was firm but shaking at the edges.

“If something happens to them while I'm here...”

He didn’t finish the sentence.

Because none of them could bear to imagine it.
Lena’s eyes filled with tears again.

“You’re going to check on them,” she whispered.

Tao nodded once.

“Yes.”

Ayane stared at him.

Her chest heaved.

“You saved us,” she whispered. “You... you saved all of us, and you still—"
Tao’s eyes sharpened.

“Do not mistake what | did for peace,” Tao said quietly.
His voice lowered.

“l erased Izanagi. | ended No’gu.”

He looked at the survivors.

“l did that because | had to.”



Then he looked back at his sisters.

“But if my family dies because | hesitated...”
His darkness shuddered.

“The cosmos will not be enough to contain what | become.”
The words chilled Ayane’s blood.

Not because they were a threat.

Because they were truth.

Lena reached for Tao’s sleeve weakly.
“Tao...” she whispered. “Please be careful.”
Tao looked down at her hand.

His expression softened.

“I will,” he murmured.

He leaned down and pressed his forehead to hers gently—brief, intimate, a quiet vow between
gods who had forgotten how to be siblings until war forced them back together.

Then he stood and turned toward the entrance.

Ayane stepped forward quickly.

“Wait,” she said.

Tao paused.

Ayane swallowed hard, voice trembling.

“If Chrysanthemum is blind,” she whispered, “does she know what happened here?”
Tao’s gaze darkened.

His answer came slow.

“Yes,” he said.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“And... does she care?”



Tao’s eyes flickered.

For one heartbeat, his face looked older than stars.
“Chrysanthemum cares about balance,” Tao murmured.
Ayane’s voice cracked.

“We’re not balance,” she whispered.

Tao looked at her.

His voice was low.

“No,” Tao said. “We’re consequences.”

Then he stepped into the shadows—

and vanished.

The lanterns flickered once as the darkness folded around him.
And suddenly the sanctuary felt colder.

Even though Tao’s darkness had been suffocating, now its absence left the chamber exposed,
like a wound without a bandage.

Lena exhaled shakily.

Ayane turned back to the survivors, forcing herself to stand tall even though her legs felt like
they were made of ash.

She raised her voice—clear and firm.

“Everyone,” Ayane said.

Heads lifted.

Eyes turned toward her.

She swallowed hard, her chest aching with the weight of being seen.

“We are safe for now,” Ayane continued. “But we need to move deeper into the mountain. We
fortify. We gather food and water. We rest who can rest.”

A man whispered, “And if they come back?”

Ayane’s hands clenched.



Her voice didn’t shake.

“Then we fight,” she said.

Lena lifted her head slightly, her expression still broken... but steady.
“And we sing,” Lena whispered.

The survivors stared at her.

Some began to cry again.

But not out of fear.

Out of something else.

A quiet faith returning.

Ayane sat beside Lena again, shoulder to shoulder.

The sisters watched their people settle, whispering, breathing, holding one another.
Outside, the rain continued.

Not violent now.

Not screaming.

Just falling.

As if the storm was finally tired too.

Ayane closed her eyes.

For a moment, she allowed herself to believe the quiet was real.
Then, deep in the mountain—

faint as a whisper through stone—

a sound drifted down.

Not a scream.

Not an explosion.

A strange, distant vibration.



Like the universe itself shifting its pieces on the board.
Ayane’s eyes opened.

Lena’s notes flickered faintly at her fingertips.

Both sisters felt it at the same time.

Something was coming.

Something bigger than No’'gu.

Something colder than Izanagi.

The next phase of Chrysanthemum’s game.

And the sanctuary, for all its stone and shadows, suddenly felt very small beneath the weight of
what waited beyond it.

CHAPTER 32 — The Palace That Cannot
Move

Tao did not travel like mortals did.

He did not cross roads.

He did not climb mountains.

He did not count the distance between one breath and the next.

He stepped into shadow—

and the universe folded.

For a heartbeat, he moved through the spaces between stars.

Through the quiet seams of reality where time didn’t speak and light didn’t dare linger.

Then he emerged into a world that smelled like rain-soaked soil and hearth-smoke.



A small cottage sat beneath a gray sky.
A garden lay wrapped in morning mist.

And there—near the edge of the yard—his daughter ran barefoot through wet grass, laughing
as she chased something invisible.

Her laughter struck Tao harder than any blade.

He froze at the treeline.

His darkness tightened instinctively, ready to devour the world if it dared threaten her again—
then he forced it down.

Forced himself to breathe like a father, not a god.

Not here.

Not with her so close.

His daughter paused, turning suddenly.

As if she felt him.

Her small face lit up like the sun remembering it was meant to rise.

“Papa!” she shouted.

She ran toward him, feet slapping wet earth, arms outstretched.

Tao dropped to one knee, catching her gently, lifting her into his arms as if she weighed nothing.
But she wasn’t nothing.

She was everything.

His daughter wrapped her arms around his neck, squeezing tight.

“You’re back!” she giggled.

Tao’s throat tightened so hard he almost couldn’t speak.

“Yes,” he whispered.

His voice cracked.

“I'm back.”



She pulled away slightly, studying him with bright, innocent eyes.
“You look sad,” she said.

Tao didn’t answer.

He pressed his forehead to hers for a moment—quiet, trembling—
then forced a smile that felt like a lie trying to become real.

“I missed you,” he whispered.

His daughter beamed, satisfied.

Then she wiggled out of his arms and ran toward the cottage.
“‘Mama!” she called. “Papa’s home!”

The door opened.

His wife stepped out.

And Tao’s breath caught.

She stood in the doorway with her hair braided over one shoulder, wearing a simple robe, her
face soft with warmth—

until her eyes landed on Tao’s.

And the warmth shifted instantly into concern.

Because she could always see him.

Even beneath eternity.

“Tao,” she whispered, stepping forward slowly.

“What happened?”

Tao stared at her.

He wanted to say nothing.

He wanted to say I'm fine.

He wanted to bury her in his arms and pretend the universe had never learned their names.

But the words wouldn’t come.



Because he could still hear the sanctuary’s screams echoing in his bones.

He could still feel 1Izanagi’s blood threads tightening around his child like a threat made of truth.
And he could still feel No’gu vanish into nothing beneath his hand.

Tao’s voice came out low.

“There was war,” he said.

His wife’s face tightened.

“With your siblings.”

Tao nodded once.

His daughter ran back toward them, carrying a small handful of wet flowers like they were
treasures.

“Look!” she said proudly. “I picked you starlights!”

She held them out to Tao.

Tao stared at the flowers.

They weren’t glowing.

They weren’t magic.

Just small white blooms trembling with rainwater.

But in that moment, they felt like proof the universe still allowed beauty to exist.
He took them carefully.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

His daughter smiled, pleased, then ran off again to chase her invisible game.
Tao’s wife stepped closer, lowering her voice.

“She’s been uneasy,” she whispered. “Since yesterday. Like she heard thunder even when the
sky was clear.”

Tao’s darkness stirred faintly, a warning ripple along his spine.

He looked toward the yard.



Toward his daughter.

His eyes narrowed.

Izanagi.

Even erased, the damage of him could linger.

Blood magic left stains on reality.

Necromancy left echoes.

A soul-thread once placed didn’t always disappear cleanly.
Tao moved quickly, crossing the yard in three long strides.
His daughter looked up, confused.

“Papa?”

Tao knelt, gently taking her ankle in his hand.

His fingers brushed the skin where Izanagi’s blood thread had wrapped her.
Nothing visible remained.

No cut.

No bruise.

But Tao didn’t need sight.

He felt it.

A faint vibration beneath her skin.

A wrong note.

A mark.

His jaw clenched.

His daughter watched him, brows knitting.

“Did | do something bad?” she asked softly.

Tao’s throat tightened.



“No,” he whispered immediately.

Never.

He cupped her face gently.

“Never,” Tao repeated. “You are perfect.”

His daughter relaxed slightly, smiling again.

“Okay,” she said, then hugged him quickly and darted away.
Tao stood slowly.

His wife watched him closely, fear creeping into her eyes.
“What is it?” she whispered.

Tao didn’t answer.

Because the answer would terrify her.

So instead, Tao took her hand and squeezed once.

“I need you to stay inside,” Tao said quietly. “Lock the door.”
His wife’s lips parted.

“Tao—"

“Please,” Tao whispered.

There was something in his voice she couldn’t argue with.
Not command.

Not force.

Just a father begging.

His wife nodded shakily.

“I will,” she whispered.

Tao watched her disappear back into the cottage.

He stood alone in the yard.



Rain fell softly now.

His daughter’s laughter drifted faintly through mist.

And Tao’s hands clenched into fists at his sides.

He had erased Izanagi.

He had ended No'gu.

But the game’s cruelty had still reached into his home.

Still touched his child.

Still proved a truth Tao hated more than anything:

No power was enough... if the universe itself was the battlefield.
The shadows around Tao tightened.

He looked up at the sky.

And he whispered a name that tasted like a curse and a prayer at once.

“Chrysanthemum.”

Far beyond time—

the palace between worlds waited in perfect stillness.

It did not exist in any sky.

It did not sit on any planet.

It hung in the spaces between everything, carved from eternity itself.
A throne room of quiet.

A table made from the concept of permanence.

And at that table—

Chrysanthemum sat alone.

She did not breathe.



She did not blink.

She simply existed.

And existence bent around her presence like grass beneath a mountain.
She was too strong to walk among her siblings.

Too strong to step into their worlds.

Because if Chrysanthemum entered the game...

the game would end instantly.

Not with victory.

With annihilation.

Her presence alone would crush them like insects beneath the weight of creation.
So she remained.

Watching.

Overseeing.

The rules bound her as much as they bound the others.

And yet...

she still moved pieces.

Not with hands.

With will.

Chrysanthemum lifted her gaze slightly.

The air before her shimmered.

A realm unfolded—silent, controlled, separate from all other realities.
And Tao was pulled into it without distance or warning.

He felt the shift instantly.

Not an attack.



Not a spell.

A summons.

His darkness surged around him reflexively—
then stilled.

Because Tao recognized this place.

This was not a battlefield.

This was the space between time—

the palace where decisions became laws.
Tao stood before the table.

Chrysanthemum sat at the far end, posture flawless, eyes like the first dawn and the final night
folded into one.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Tao’s voice broke the silence like a blade.
“Look at what you’ve done.”

Chrysanthemum’s expression didn’t change.
“Tao,” she said softly.

His name sounded different in her mouth.

Not love.

Not hate.

A title.

A piece.

Tao stepped forward, darkness rising around him like a storm held in chains.
“‘No’qu is dead,” Tao snarled.

“lzanagi is erased.”

His voice cracked, raw with fury and grief.



“And Lena is broken. Ayane is bleeding herself hollow. Mortals are screaming beneath our feet
because you decided to entertain yourself with a contest!”

Chrysanthemum’s eyes remained calm.

“This is not entertainment,” she said.

Tao laughed bitterly.

“What else would you call it?!” he shouted.
His voice thundered through the palace realm.

“You invited us to play war. You turned our eternity into a slaughterhouse. You gave us a star
system like a board and called it balance!”

He slammed his fist against the edge of the table.
The sound echoed like a planet cracking.
Chrysanthemum didn’t flinch.

She simply watched him.

Tao’s breath shook.

His voice dropped, trembling.

“l didn’t want to kill them,” Tao whispered.

His eyes burned.

“l didn’t want to.”

His jaw clenched.

“But | had no choice.”

He swallowed hard.

“I had to stop them. They were going to take my sisters. They were going to take my family.”
Chrysanthemum’s gaze sharpened faintly.

“Your family,” she murmured.

Tao’s voice shattered.



“Yes!” he yelled.

For the first time, Tao’s darkness didn’t look like power.
It looked like grief.

His eyes brimmed.

And then—

the second-born of stardust cried.

A single tear slid down his cheek.

He stared at it like it was a foreign thing.

Like it didn’t belong to a being made of eternity.

But it did.

Because he was no longer just darkness.

He was a father.

Tao’s voice broke completely.

“I have a wife,” he whispered.

His chest rose and fell hard.

‘I have a daughter.”

He looked at Chrysanthemum, trembling with something that felt like desperation.

“What is the point,” Tao said, voice cracking, “of being given power vast enough to shape the
universe... if we can’t use that power to protect it?”

Chrysanthemum'’s eyes held his.

There was no cruelty in her face.

Only certainty.

“This is protection,” Chrysanthemum said calmly.
Tao blinked, stunned.

“What?”



Chrysanthemum leaned forward slightly.

“Do you think | created this game to watch you suffer?” she asked softly.
Tao’s hands clenched.

“Yes,” he hissed.

Chrysanthemum’s gaze didn’t waver.

“No,” she replied.

Her voice grew quieter.

More dangerous.

“I created this game because power without cost becomes corruption.”
Tao’s eyes narrowed.

“You said you were the overseer,” he whispered, voice low and shaking. “You said the rules
would hold.”

Chrysanthemum’s expression sharpened.

“And they would have,” she said.

Tao spat the words.

“Then why are we dying?”

Chrysanthemum'’s eyes flickered.

“Because the wildcards chose to break what | warned them not to touch,” she said.

“And because,” she continued, voice soft as falling ash, “you are proving exactly what | needed
to see.”

Tao’s breath caught.

“What are you talking about?”
Chrysanthemum stood slowly.
The air around her trembled.

Not from movement—



from presence.

Even here, in this isolated realm, Tao felt it.

The weight.

The pressure of creation itself.

Chrysanthemum’s voice remained calm.

“This was always part of my grand plan,” she said.
Tao’s eyes widened.

“Your... plan?” he whispered, horrified.
Chrysanthemum stepped closer, but not too close.
Even here, she kept her distance.

Because she knew what she was.

A sun too near.

A god too strong to approach.

Chrysanthemum’s eyes burned quietly.

“War reveals truth,” she said.

“It reveals what each of you will become when the universe stops forgiving you.”
Tao’s darkness trembled.

“I became a murderer,” Tao whispered.
Chrysanthemum’s voice softened slightly.

“You became a protector,” she corrected.

Tao’s voice rose again, sharp and furious.

“And what about the people beneath us?!” he shouted. “What about Lena’s children? What
about the souls Izanagi chained into shields? What about the blood on Ayane’s hands?!”

Chrysanthemum’s gaze hardened.

“All of it matters,” she said.



“And all of it is the cost of a universe being rewritten properly.”
Tao froze.

His eyes narrowed.

“‘Rewritten.”

Chrysanthemum’s eyes gleamed faintly.

“Yes.”

Tao’s breath shook.

“You’re going to intervene,” he whispered.
Chrysanthemum didn’t answer directly.

But Tao saw it.

The intention behind her calm.

The shape of her plan.

She would reshape this universe again if she had to.
Even if it meant burning everything first.

Tao stepped forward.

His darkness rose violently, swirling like a storm about to devour the palace itself.

His voice shook the realm.

“If you intervene,” Tao snarled, “l will fight you too.”
Chrysanthemum’s eyes widened slightly—not in surprise.
In recognition.

Like Tao had proven something she’d been waiting for.
Tao’s tears still clung to his lashes.

His voice broke into something raw.

“I don’t care if you’re stronger than me,” he whispered.



“I don’t care if you can crush us with your presence.”

His eyes burned.

“If you reach into this game and touch my family—"

His voice dropped into a vow.

“—I will become the darkness that swallows even you.”
Chrysanthemum stared at him.

Then she nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

As if satisfied.

As if this confrontation had been expected.

“Good,” she said softly.

Tao’s breath caught.

“What?”

Chrysanthemum’s voice was quiet.

“I needed to know,” she murmured, “if you were capable of turning against me.”
Tao stared at her like she was insane.

“You’re testing us?” he whispered.

Chrysanthemum’s gaze remained steady.

“I am measuring the shape of the universe that will remain,” she said.
Tao’s darkness trembled.

“You’re going to rewrite everything again,” Tao said, voice low.
Chrysanthemum didn’t deny it.

Tao’s jaw clenched.

“And you think you're saving it.”

Chrysanthemum’s eyes narrowed.



‘I am,” she said.

Tao shook his head, voice cracking with furious disbelief.
“You’re going to destroy us to save a universe you can’t even live in.”
Chrysanthemum’s gaze hardened.

“I have lived too long,” she whispered.

Tao froze.

The words sounded almost... tired.

Almost human.

Chrysanthemum looked at him then—truly looked at him.

And for the first time, Tao saw something behind her certainty.
Not cruelty.

Not malice.

Loneliness.

The kind that came from sitting in a palace between time, too powerful to touch anyone without
killing them.

Chrysanthemum’s voice softened.

“This game ends soon,” she said.

Tao’s breath shook.

“‘How soon?”

Chrysanthemum’s gaze sharpened.

“When the last lesson is learned,” she replied.
Tao stared at her.

Then he whispered, voice full of pain.

“And what is the lesson?”

Chrysanthemum'’s eyes gleamed like dawn breaking over ruin.



“That love,” she whispered, “is the only force strong enough to restrain power.”
Tao swallowed hard.

His darkness tightened.

“Then stop,” Tao whispered. “End it.”

Chrysanthemum’s expression remained calm.

‘I can’t,” she said.

Tao blinked, stunned.

“You’re Chrysanthemum,” Tao whispered. “You can do anything.”
Chrysanthemum’s voice turned low, almost cold.

“No,” she replied.

“I can only do what | was made to do.”

Tao’s breath caught.

“‘And what is that?”

Chrysanthemum’s eyes burned.

“To choose what survives.”

Tao’s fists clenched.

His voice dropped into a final warning.

“If your plan costs my daughter...” Tao whispered.

His eyes narrowed.

“I will make sure your palace collapses into the void with you inside it.”
Chrysanthemum’s gaze didn’t waver.

“I know,” she said softly.

Then the realm began to dissolve.

The palace faded.



Time folded again.

And Tao was thrown back into his world—

back into rain, mist, grass, and the sound of his child laughing.
He stumbled slightly, catching himself.

His daughter ran past him again, carefree and bright.

Tao watched her for a long moment.

His hands shook.

His eyes burned with tears he refused to let fall again.
Because now Tao understood something he hadn’t before:
Chrysanthemum wasn'’t just overseeing a game.

She was shaping the end of a universe.

And if her plan demanded blood—

she would take it.

Even if Tao had to become the darkness that devoured creation itself to stop her.
Tao turned toward his cottage.

Toward his wife.

Toward the life he had tried to build in defiance of the game.
And he whispered, voice low and trembling:

“Not this time.”

CHAPTER 33 — The Sisters’ Pact

The mountain did not feel like safety anymore.



It felt like a pause.
A breath taken before the next scream.

The sanctuary’s lanterns burned low, their light soft against stone walls that still bore the scars
of war—cracks, soot, dried blood, and the quiet evidence of bodies that had collapsed where
they stood.

Survivors slept in clusters now, wrapped in cloaks and blankets, their exhaustion so deep it
looked like death pretending to be peace. Some still wept in their sleep. Some whispered names
into the dark.

Ayane moved among them like a silent guardian, reshaping broken stone into smoother shelter,
turning shattered debris into clean steps and stable walls—small mercies formed from her
trembling hands.

She didn’t speak much.

She didn’t trust her voice.

Because her mind kept circling one thought, again and again, like a blade sharpening itself:
If we win... what does “win” mean?

Tao stood near the sanctuary entrance, watching the rain beyond the mountain’s mouth like he
expected it to turn into warships again.

He had returned from his home with his darkness pulled tight around him, his face harder than
stone. But something in him had changed.

He was no longer just fighting to end enemies.

He was fighting to protect the fragile, ordinary life he had dared to create in defiance of eternity.
Lena sat near the warmest lantern, wrapped in blankets, pale but awake.

Her left side was missing.

Her arm—gone.

Her leg—gone.

And yet her presence still filled the chamber like music lingering after the final note.

Ayane approached quietly and knelt beside her.

Lena looked up, her eyes soft but steady.



“Ayane,” she whispered.

Ayane swallowed.

“How are you feeling?”

Lena gave a small, broken laugh.

“| feel like | died,” she admitted. “And then decided not to.”
Ayane’s throat tightened.

“You saved everyone.”

Lena’s gaze flicked toward the sleeping survivors.

“l didn’t save them,” Lena whispered. “| held them. For a moment.”
She looked back at Ayane, voice quieter.

‘I can’t do that again... not like that. Not like... being torn apart from the inside.”
Ayane nodded, her hands clenching.

“We won't let it get to that again,” she promised.

From the entrance, Tao spoke without turning around.

“You can’t promise that.”

Ayane’s head snapped up.

“Tao—"

Tao finally turned, his eyes dark and sharp.

“You can’t promise the universe won’t demand blood,” Tao said.
Silence fell.

Even the lanterns seemed to dim.

Lena lifted her chin slowly.

“Then we stop letting it,” she whispered.

Tao’s gaze narrowed.



“‘What does that mean?”

Lena pushed herself upright on one elbow, breath trembling.

“It means I'm not hiding behind stone while you and Ayane bleed for me,” she said.
Ayane’s mouth opened.

“Lena, you can barely sit up—"

“I can fight,” Lena cut in, voice shaking but fierce.

Ayane froze.

Lena’s eyes burned now.

“'m still a player,” she whispered. “I'm still a goddess. I'm still Lena.”
Her voice cracked.

“And I'm tired of being saved.”

Tao stared at her.

His voice softened just slightly.

“You don’t need to prove anything,” Tao murmured.

Lena’s gaze didn’'t waver.

“I'm not proving,” she whispered.

“I'm choosing.”

She reached her remaining hand toward Tao, palm open.

“‘Help me.”

For a long moment, Tao didn’t move.

His darkness stirred, uneasy.

Because Tao understood what she was asking for wasn't just strength.
It was dignity.

The ability to stand beside them, not behind them.



Ayane looked between them, pulse hammering
“Tao...” Ayane whispered.

Tao’s jaw tightened.

Then he stepped closer and knelt beside Lena.
His voice dropped into something quiet and careful.
“You know what you're asking,” Tao said.

Lena nodded once.

“l do.”

Tao lifted his hand.

Darkness rose from his palm like liquid night.
Not violent.

Not hungry.

Gentle.

Controlled.

A piece of himself, offered instead of unleashed.
He reached toward Lena’s missing arm first.
Where flesh ended, shadow gathered.

The darkness wrapped around the empty space like a sleeve being woven from midnight.
Lena gasped softly—not in pain.

In shock.

She felt it.

Not flesh.

Not bone.

But sensation.



A pressure, a weight, a presence.

Something that listened to her will.

Ayane’s breath caught.

“Tao... you're binding it to her.”

Tao nodded once, eyes focused.

“A piece of my shadow,” he murmured.

His voice was low.

“Anchored to her soul.”

Lena trembled.

Her new shadow-arm shifted, fingers forming slowly like ink learning the shape of a hand.
But it was unstable—wavering like smoke.

Ayane leaned forward instinctively.

“I can shape it,” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes flicked to her.

“Do it.”

Ayane lifted her hands.

Her transmutation reached into the shadow—not turning it into flesh, not changing what it was—
but giving it structure.

Giving it form.

Ayane’s power wrapped around Tao’s darkness like a sculptor shaping a living flame.
The shadow-arm solidified.

It darkened, deepened.

Defined.

Fingers sharpened into clarity.



A palm.

A wrist.

An arm that ended in shadow-light, faintly shimmering like a galaxy trapped beneath skin.
Lena stared at it, breath trembling.

“It's... mine,” she whispered.

Ayane smiled through tears.

“Yes,” she whispered. “It's yours.”

Then Tao moved to Lena’s missing leg.

Again, he bound shadow to absence—anchoring it gently, wrapping it around the place where
she had been shattered.

Ayane shaped it.

Slowly, carefully.

A leg formed from darkness, steady and defined, like night made into limb.
When it was done, Lena sat very still.

Then she placed her shadow-foot on the stone floor.
The lanternlight didn’t reflect off it.

It drank the light.

But it held her weight.

Lena rose.

At first unsteady—

then steadier.

Her breath shook.

Ayane reached for her, ready to catch her if she fell.
But Lena didn't fall.

She stood.



On her own.

For the first time since the warships.

For the first time since she screamed her world into silence.

Lena stood tall.

A queen of song and shadow.

She looked at Tao.

And then, without hesitation, she stepped forward and wrapped both arms around him.
Her shadow-arm held him like it had always been there.

Tao went still.

Then he held her back.

Tight.

As if he was terrified she might vanish again if he loosened his grip.
Ayane’s throat tightened.

She looked away for a moment, wiping her face.

Because the sight of them hugging properly—truly, completely—
felt like something holy surviving in a universe that wanted to ruin everything.
When Lena pulled back, her eyes were wet.

“Thank you,” she whispered to Tao.

Tao’s voice was rough.

“Don’t thank me,” he murmured. “Use it.”

Lena nodded once.

“I will.”




Later, when the survivors were settled deeper into the mountain—protected behind reinforced
stone corridors and hidden chambers Ayane shaped into safe shelter—the three siblings stood
alone near the lanterns.

Ayane sat at the edge of a stone step, her hands clasped together so tightly her knuckles had
gone white.

Tao stood with his arms folded, darkness curling faintly at his feet.
Lena stood between them, testing her new limb slowly, flexing her shadow-hand.
Ayane stared at the floor.

Her voice came out quiet.

“...Even if we survive this.”

Tao looked at her.

Ayane swallowed hard, eyes glistening.

“Even if we defeat everyone else,” Ayane whispered, “what then?”
Lena’s notes flickered faintly near her fingers.

Tao’s expression tightened.

Ayane lifted her gaze, voice breaking.

“One’s rules said there can only be one winner.”

Silence.

Heavy.

Grave-like.

Tao didn’t speak at first.
Then quietly:

“Yes.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“So what does that mean?” she whispered.

Tao’s jaw clenched.



“It means what it's always meant,” Tao said.
Ayane flinched.

“...We would have to fight each other,” she whispered.
Tao’s eyes darkened.

Ayane forced herself to say it anyway.

“Or... fight Chrysanthemum.”

Tao’s gaze sharpened.

“If Chrysanthemum intervenes, | will fight her,” Tao said.
Ayane swallowed.

“And if she doesn’t?”

Tao’s voice was colder now.

“Then the rules remain.”

Ayane’s hands shook.

Her voice cracked.

‘I don’t want to hurt either of you,” she whispered.
Tao’s eyes didn’t soften.

Because he understood the cruelty of it too well.
“I don’t want to hurt you either,” Tao murmured.
Then he looked away slightly, voice lower.

“But if the game forces it...”

The unspoken truth hung between them:

Tao would do what he had to do.

For his family.

For Lena.



For the survivors.

For the universe if it demanded blood.

Ayane’s chest heaved.

She stared at her hands like she wanted to squeeze the universe into something smaller.
Something manageable.

Something that didn’t ask sisters to kill sisters.

Then Lena stepped forward.

Her shadow-foot made no sound on stone.

She looked at Ayane gently.

And spoke with the calm certainty of someone who had died once already and decided she was
done being afraid.

“One’s rules state there has to be a winner,” Lena said softly.
Ayane looked up, desperate.

“Yes,” Ayane whispered. “That’s the problem.”

Lena’s eyes held hers.

“But they never said we have to kill each other,” Lena whispered.
Tao’s gaze snapped to her.

Ayane froze.

Lena continued, voice steady.

“What happens,” she asked quietly, “if we forfeit?”

Ayane’s breath caught.

Tao’s darkness stirred.

Lena’s eyes glistened.

“What happens if we surrender our claim... to another?”

Ayane stared at her like she couldn’t breathe.



‘Lena...”

Lena stepped closer, her voice soft.

“Ayane,” she whispered, “you have a heart.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

Lena’s voice trembled, but she didn’t stop.

“You don’t want to win to own it,” Lena said.

“You want to win to make it better.”

Ayane’s eyes filled with tears.

“I don’t know if | can—"

“You can,” Lena whispered.

“Not because you’re the strongest.”

Lena’s notes flickered, orbiting her like a crown.

“But because you still believe this universe can be saved without becoming a monster.”
Ayane’s breath shattered.

Lena took Ayane’s hands gently in her shadow-and-flesh grip.
And then Lena did something no god in the game had done yet.
She bowed her head.

Not in weakness.

In choice.

In love.

“| forfeit,” Lena whispered.

Ayane froze.

Tao’s eyes widened slightly.

Lena lifted her gaze.



Her voice grew clear.

“I surrender my position in the game... to Ayane.”

The air shifted.

Not violently.

Not like an explosion.

Like rules adjusting.

Like the universe listening.

Lena’s notes flared suddenly—bright, radiant, whole.

Not flickering.

Not straining.

Full.

Her power surged back to its fullest potential, no longer bound by the game’s claim on her life.
She inhaled shakily, startled by the sudden return of herself.
Ayane’s lips parted.

‘Lena... you—"

Lena smiled faintly through tears.

‘I want you to win,” she whispered.

Ayane’s voice cracked.

“l don’t want you to disappear.”

Lena squeezed her hands.

“I'm not disappearing,” she said softly.

“I'm choosing to live... without needing to be the one who owns the universe.”
Ayane’s tears fell freely now.

Tao stared at Lena.



Then slowly, he stepped forward.
His voice was quiet.
Lethal and gentle all at once.

“In all my eternity,” Tao murmured, “I have never seen a god willing to die for the sake of
another.”

He looked at Ayane.

His eyes held a rare respect.

“You ran into slaughter to save mortals,” Tao said.
“You held Lena when she begged you to leave her.”
“You stood between Izanagi and children knowing you would break first.”
Ayane’s breath shook.

Tao’s darkness curled tighter around his feet.

Then Tao bowed his head slightly.

“| forfeit,” Tao said.

Ayane’s eyes widened in panic.

“Tao—"

Tao lifted his gaze.

His voice was steady.

“I surrender my position in the game... to Ayane.”
The universe shifted again.

A deeper hum moved through the sanctuary walls like the game itself was being rewritten from
the inside.

Tao’s presence didn’t shrink.
His darkness didn’t weaken.

But something loosened in him—something heavy finally released.



He exhaled like a man freed from a chain.
Ayane stared at both of them, shaking.

“No,” she whispered. “No, | can't—don’t put that on me—"

Lena stepped close, her full power now glowing softly behind her eyes like a constellation

returned.

“You already carry it,” Lena whispered.

Tao’s voice came low and certain.

“We’re not putting it on you,” Tao said.

“We’'re giving you the only chance left to win without losing us.”
Ayane’s breath hitched.

Her hands trembled.

Her voice cracked.

“...So now what?”

Tao’s gaze sharpened toward the mountain entrance.
“Now,” Tao said quietly, “we finish this game.”

Lena lifted her shadow-hand, fingers flexing.

Her notes flared—strong, bright, fearless.

“Now,” Lena whispered, “we protect what’s left.”
Ayane wiped her face roughly.

Her eyes burned.

She stood.

And for the first time since the war began, she didn’t stand like someone trying to survive.

She stood like someone ready to lead.
“Then we fight,” Ayane said.

Tao nodded once.



Lena smiled faintly.

“Together.”

Outside, the storm shifted again.

Somewhere beyond the mountain, unseen forces moved across worlds.
Gio—nhidden in invisibility.

Monclair—blood matter coiling like a threat.

Wrythum—fire waiting in lungs that could burn continents.

And Chrysanthemum—watching from her palace between time, unable to move... but still
shaping destiny.

The game was not over.

But the sisters had changed the rules in the only way that mattered:
Not with power.

With love.

And as the three of them stepped toward the sanctuary entrance—prepared to face the
remaining players and wildcards—

Ayane felt it.

The weight of the universe pressing onto her shoulders.

Not as punishment.

As possibility.

Because now she wasn't fighting to win a game.

She was fighting to become something that had never existed before—
a god who didn’t rule through conquest...

but through sacrifice.



CHAPTER 34 — The Unseen Knife

The mountain breathed like a living thing.
Not because it was alive—
but because something inside it was trying not to die.

The sanctuary entrance stood open to the rain now, a jagged mouth carved into stone. Beyond
it, the storm had softened into mist and drizzle, but the air still tasted like war.

Ayane stood at the threshold.

Lena stood at her side, whole again in shadow and song—her new arm and leg made of Tao’s
darkness shaped by Ayane’s will, moving with a quiet grace that felt impossible after everything
she’d endured.

Tao stood behind them, half in shadow, half in lanternlight, his presence like a wall.
They looked out into the world together.

Three gods.

Three siblings.

A pact bound in something stronger than rules.

Ayane inhaled slowly.

Her hands flexed at her sides.

And she felt it again—the weight.

Not just of the universe.

Of being chosen.

Of being left.

Of being the last remaining active contender in a game designed to leave only one.
Lena’s voice was soft.

“‘Ayane.”

Ayane didn’t look away from the rain.



“Yes?”

Lena’s notes flickered faintly around her fingertips, steady and calm.
“You're not alone,” Lena whispered.

Tao’s voice followed, low and absolute.

“‘Never.”

Ayane swallowed.

Then she nodded once.

“Then we move.”

They turned back into the mountain.

Because they weren’t marching into open war.

Not yet.

Not when they still had hundreds of survivors sleeping deeper within stone corridors.
Not when the enemy they feared most wasn’t a fleet in the sky—
but a breath behind a child.

Ayane raised her hands.

The stone walls responded.

Passages thickened.

Entrances narrowed.

Weak points sealed.

The sanctuary became a fortress again, but stronger than before—cleaner, tighter, shaped like a
labyrinth with Ayane’s will woven into every inch.

And still...
Ayane felt it.
A cold ripple along the back of her neck.

Like the universe whispering:



You’'re already too late.

Lena’s shadow-hand twitched.

Her head turned slightly, eyes narrowing.
“Tao,” Lena whispered. “Do you feel that?”
Tao’s gaze sharpened instantly.

“Yes.”

His darkness stirred.

Not flaring outward—

tightening inward.

A predator sensing a blade in the grass.
Ayane’s heart pounded.

“Which one?” she whispered.

Tao didn’t answer immediately.

Because the air was wrong.

Not hot.

Not heavy.

Not filled with blood or fire.

Wrong in a quieter way.

The kind of wrong that only happens when someone isn’t attacking the world...
but slipping through it.

Tao’s voice came low.

“Gio.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

Lena’s breath hitched.



Gio.

The invisible sibling.

The wildcard who didn’t fight like a warrior.
He fought like a whisper.

And somewhere nearby, unseen, Gio was already inside their walls.

Deep in the inner chambers, survivors slept.
A boy curled against his mother, mouth slightly open, lashes wet from crying even in dreams.
A soldier sat upright with his spear across his lap, refusing to sleep at all.

A girl no older than ten clutched a small carved figurine in both hands, whispering a name that
no longer had a home.

The mountain held them like a grave that refused to close.
Then—

a lantern flickered.

Not from wind.

From absence.

The flame bent as if someone had stepped between it and reality.
The soldier’s eyes narrowed.

He sat up straighter.

“Who's there?” he whispered.

Nothing answered.

But the hairs on his arms rose.

His grip tightened on his spear.

“Show yourself,” he said again, voice shaking.

Still nothing.



And then—

the soldier’s throat opened.

Not by blade he could see—

but by something thin and invisible that slid across his neck like silk.
Blood sprayed.

The soldier collapsed without a sound.

His spear clattered to stone.

A mother jolted awake, hearing it.

Her eyes widened in horror.

She reached for her child—

but something unseen gripped her wrist.
Twisted.

Snapped.

She screamed.

The chamber erupted.

People woke, gasping, stumbling, screaming.
Children cried out.

Lanterns flickered wildly.

And in the chaos—

Gio moved.

Invisible.

Untouchable.

A god slipping through mortal flesh like a nightmare you couldn’t punch.

Ayane felt the first scream like a knife through her spine.



Her head snapped toward the inner chamber.

“‘NO—V”

She sprinted, Lena and Tao moving instantly behind her.

Their footsteps thundered through the stone halls.

Ayane’s hands rose as she ran, her power stretching ahead of her like a shield—
but she couldn’t target what she couldn’t see.

When they reached the chamber, it was already blood.

Survivors scrambled over each other, trying to run.

A child screamed.

A father shouted.

A woman fell, clutching her stomach as invisible force carved into her.
Ayane froze at the doorway.

Her eyes widened, rage igniting.

“GIO!” she shouted into the chaos.

Her voice slammed against stone like thunder.

“SHOW YOURSELFY!”

A laugh drifted through the chamber.

Soft.

Cruel.

Everywhere at once.

“You always were too kind,” Gio’s voice murmured. “And kindness makes the best hiding place
for fear.”

Ayane’s breath shook.
Tao stepped forward, darkness surging.

“Enough,” Tao growled.



His shadow spilled into the room like ink, rolling across the floor, climbing the walls, creeping
into every corner.

The darkness didn’t need sight.

It hunted presence.

It hunted existence.

Gio’s laughter stopped.

For a heartbeat, the chamber stilled.
Then something slammed into Tao’s side.
A blow from nowhere.

Tao staggered, snarling, darkness flaring.
But Gio was smart.

He didn’t stay in one place long enough to be caught.
He struck and vanished again.

A child screamed.

Lena’s notes flared brightly.

Her eyes narrowed, listening.

She closed her eyes.

Not to shut out fear—

to hear the truth beneath it.

She listened for Gio’s song.

Every being had one.

Even invisible gods.

And there—faint, moving, slippery as a breath—
Lena found it.

A quiet vibration shifting through the chamber like footsteps on air.



Lena’s eyes snapped open.

“Left,” she whispered.

Ayane moved instantly.

Her hand shot out, transmutation flaring.
The air in that spot hardened—not into stone—
into glass.

A sharp, invisible wall formed mid-chamber.
Something hit it.

Hard.

A grunt.

A stumble.

And then—

for the first time—

a ripple appeared.

Like water disturbed.

Gio’s outline flickered briefly against the lanternlight, half-seen, like a ghost trapped between
visibility and nothing.

Ayane’s rage snapped into focus.

“There.”

Tao’s darkness lunged.

It wrapped around the flickering shape like chains.
Gio hissed.

His invisibility surged again, trying to slip away—

but Tao’s darkness clung harder, refusing to release.



Lena’s notes sharpened and circled Gio’s form like a net, anchoring him by vibration, holding
him in the universe’s hearing.

Ayane stepped forward, breathing hard, hands shaking with fury.
She raised her palm.

The darkness around Gio’s throat began to tighten.

Not to kill—

to force him to remain.

Gio’s eyes flickered into view for a heartbeat, wide and startled.
Ayane leaned close, voice shaking with rage.

“You came here for mortals,” she whispered. “For children.”
Gio’s lips curled.

“So did you,” he hissed. “You just call it saving.”

Ayane’s hand trembled.

She wanted to crush him.

To turn his lungs to sand.

To end him the way Tao ended No’gu.

But she didn't.

Because she felt the survivors watching.

Felt Lena watching.

Felt Tao’s darkness waiting.

And she remembered what Lena had said:

Ayane has a heart.

Ayane exhaled slowly.

Then she spoke, voice low and deadly calm.

“This is your warning,” Ayane said.



She lifted her hand sharply—

and transmuted the stone beneath Gio into a binding ring of hardened obsidian, locking his
limbs in place.

Tao’s darkness tightened around Gio’s body.

Lena’s notes held his song like a leash.

Gio snarled.

“Kill me,” he spat.

Ayane’s eyes burned.

“No,” she whispered.

She leaned closer.

“You don’t get to die and call it an escape.”

Gio’s face twisted in rage.

Ayane stood upright, voice louder now.

“To everyone here—move deeper,” Ayane commanded. “Now. I'll hold him.”
Survivors stumbled past her, crying, carrying children, blood staining their hands, but alive.
Tao stepped closer to Ayane, voice low.

“He’ll slip again,” Tao murmured.

Ayane nodded once, jaw clenched.

“I know.”

Lena approached, notes still circling, her shadow-leg steady beneath her.
Her voice shook with fury.

“He killed them,” Lena whispered.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“Yes.”

Lena’s eyes lifted to Gio.



Her voice lowered, sharp as glass.

“Why?” she demanded.

Gio’s gaze flickered toward Lena.

His expression softened for only a fraction of a second.
Then hardened again.

“Because your mercy is poison,” he hissed. “Because if you win, the universe becomes a cage
of kindness.”

Lena stared at him, stunned.

Gio leaned forward as much as the bindings allowed, eyes blazing.
“And | refuse to live in a universe shaped by a heart,” he snarled.
Ayane’s blood ran cold.

Not because she believed him.

Because she understood something worse:

Gio wasn't attacking them just to win.

He was attacking to corrupt them.

To force Ayane to become cruel.

To force her heart to break until she was no different than the gods who began this game.
Tao’s voice dropped into a growl.

“Say another word,” Tao hissed, “and I'll erase you.”

Gio laughed bitterly.

“You can’t erase what’s already inside you,” Gio whispered.
Then—

suddenly—

Gio’s body flickered.

His form blurred.



Ayane’s eyes widened.

“He’s slipping!”

Tao’s darkness tightened—

but Gio’s invisibility wasn’t just escape.

It was removal.

He was vanishing through the cracks of reality.

And before any of them could stop it—

Gio disappeared.

The bindings clattered shut on empty air.

Lena’s notes snapped outward as she lost the vibration she’d been holding.
Ayane staggered back.

“No—""

The chamber fell into shaking silence.

Survivors sobbed in the corridors beyond.

Blood pooled across stone.

And the mountain, once again, felt too fragile to hold what was coming.
Ayane stood in the middle of the mess, breathing hard, hands shaking.
Tao stepped beside her.

“He was probing,” Tao said quietly.

Ayane swallowed, eyes burning.

“He wanted to see if I'd kill him.”

Tao nodded once.

“And he wanted you to fail.”

Lena’s voice was quiet, haunted.



“He wanted to turn you into them.”

Ayane closed her eyes for a moment, shaking.
Then she opened them again.

And her gaze was different now.

Harder.

Not cruel.

Resolved.

“Then he won’t,” Ayane whispered.

She lifted her hands slowly.

The stone walls responded instantly, shifting, sealing, moving like the mountain itself had
become her body.

Every corridor tightened.
Every passage twisted.

The sanctuary became a labyrinth of her design—one that would not allow invisible gods to
move freely again.

Ayane’s voice rose, steady and commanding.

“No more mistakes,” she said.

Tao’s darkness curled, approving.

Lena’s notes flared softly.

And somewhere beyond the mountain, hidden in invisibility—
Gio listened.

Smiling.

Because he had succeeded in one thing:

He had drawn blood.

And blood always brought Monclair closer.



As if summoned by the scent of violence.
Ayane felt it then—

a new pressure in the air.

Not invisibility.

Not shadow.

Not music.

Something thick.

Wet.

Alive.

Lena’s breath hitched.

“Tao...” she whispered.

Tao’s eyes narrowed toward the darkness beyond the entrance.
His voice came low.

“...Monclair.”

And the lanterns dimmed, as if the mountain itself knew what blood matter meant.

CHAPTER 35 — Blood Makes a Door

Monclair did not arrive with thunder.
He arrived with a pulse.

A subtle shift in the air—thick, wet, almost warm—like the mountain itself had started bleeding
from the inside.

Ayane felt it first.

Not as pain.



As wrongness.

She stood in the corridor where Gio had vanished, surrounded by survivors being ushered
deeper into the sanctuary’s labyrinth. Lanterns burned dim. The stone walls she reshaped were
tighter now—narrower passages, angled turns, barriers that could slam shut with a thought.

No more invisible blades behind children.

No more whispers in the dark.

She had made the mountain into a cage.

But cages didn’t matter when the weapon was already inside the body.

Lena walked beside Ayane, her shadow-leg silent against stone, her shadow-arm steady as she
helped carry a frightened child through the corridor. Her notes drifted faintly around her, glowing
soft, soothing the air.

Tao followed behind them, his darkness coiled low like a storm restrained by devotion.
Ayane’s eyes tracked every shadow.

Every breath.

Every lantern flame.

Then a man near the back of the group stopped walking.
He pressed a hand to his chest.

His face tightened.

“W-wait...” he rasped.

Ayane turned sharply.

“What is it?”

The man’s eyes widened.

His mouth opened like he wanted to speak—

but instead, he vomited blood.

It splattered the stone floor in a dark, spreading pool.

The survivors screamed and stumbled back.



The man’s whole body trembled violently.

His veins blackened beneath his skin like ink being poured into flesh.
Lena froze.

Her notes flared instinctively.

Ayane’s breath caught.

“No...”

The man’s blood lifted off the ground.

It rose in twisting strands—thin at first, then thicker—snaking upward like living ropes.
The blood spiraled around his body, wrapping him like chains.
He screamed.

Not in pain—

in terror.

Because he could feel his own body turning against him.
Ayane moved toward him instantly, hands raised.

“I can fix this,” she whispered. “| can—"

But the blood moved faster.

It formed a blade.

A long crimson spear that sharpened itself to a point.

Then it turned—

and aimed at the crowd.

Ayane’s eyes widened.

“‘DOWNY”

She slammed her hands forward.

Stone erupted upward like a wall, intercepting the spear just as it launched.



The blood spear struck and splattered, coating the wall in red.
The survivors screamed again.

Children cried.

A mother collapsed, clutching her child, sobbing.
And then another person coughed.

A woman.

Her lips trembled.

Blood trickled from her nose.

She raised shaking hands.

“What's happening to me...?”

Ayane spun toward her.

“No, no—’

The woman’s blood lifted too.

Threads rose from her mouth, her eyes, her skin—blood pulled out like silk being unraveled
from the inside.

She screamed as the blood formed into razor wire in midair.

It snapped outward, whipping through the corridor, slicing stone, carving grooves into the walls.
Ayane threw up her arms, transmuting the wire into ash mid-flight.

It disintegrated into gray dust.

But the woman collapsed to her knees, gasping, pale, her blood still trying to leave her.

Lena’s voice broke.

“‘Ayane—he’s using them...”

Ayane’s eyes burned.

“I know.”

Tao’s darkness surged forward, filling the corridor like night pouring into a wound.



His voice dropped, dangerous.

“Monclair.”

The name didn’t echo.

It throbbed.

Like the universe recognized it the way flesh recognizes a knife.
Then—

a laugh.

Soft, amused, intimate.

It came from nowhere and everywhere.

Monclair stepped out of the wall.

Not through a door.

Not through an opening.

He simply emerged, as if the stone had decided it no longer had the right to refuse him.

He was tall, draped in dark fabric that clung like shadowed velvet. His eyes were red—not
glowing, but deep, like blood seen through glass.

His smile was thin.

Cruel in its calmness.

“You fortified the mountain,” Monclair said softly, almost impressed.
His gaze slid over Ayane’s walls.

“A clever little maze.”

Ayane’s hands trembled with fury.

“You're doing this to mortals,” she hissed.

Monclair tilted his head.

“They bleed, don’t they?” he replied, like it was a fair question.

Lena stepped forward, her notes sharpening, glowing brighter.



“Stop,” Lena demanded.

Monclair’s eyes flicked to her shadow-arm, the shadow-leg.
He smiled wider.

“Oh,” he murmured. “Look at you.”

His gaze slid to Tao.

“The devourer of starlight shares his darkness like charity.”
Tao stepped forward.

His darkness thickened.

“If you touch another one of them,” Tao said quietly, “I will erase you.”
Monclair laughed.

“You can’t erase blood,” he whispered.

Then he lifted his hand—

and a child screamed.

A little boy near the back clutched his stomach and dropped to the ground. Blood poured from
his nose.

Ayane’s chest seized.
“NOY”

She sprinted forward, dropping to her knees beside the boy. Her hands hovered over his body,
shaking.

She could feel it.

The pull.

Monclair’s power reached into the boy’s veins like fingers closing around a rope.
Ayane had transmuted stone and air and metal—

but she had never tried to transmute something living.

Never tried to reshape blood without destroying the body it belonged to.



She looked up, eyes wild.

“Monclair!” she screamed. “Stop!”

Monclair’s voice stayed calm.

“‘Make me,” he whispered.

Ayane’s breath shattered.

Then Lena knelt beside Ayane, voice shaking.
“‘Ayane... listen.”

Lena placed her remaining hand lightly against the boy’s chest.
Her notes drifted closer, softer.

Not sharp.

Not weaponized.

A lullaby.

Lena closed her eyes.

She listened to the boy’s heart.

His fear.

His song.

And the notes began to hum around him, stabilizing his rhythm.
Slowing his panic.

Holding his body steady.

Lena’s voice trembled as she whispered:
“Stay with me... stay with me...”

The boy’s breathing steadied slightly.

His eyes were wide with tears.

“H-help...”



Ayane swallowed hard, tears burning.

“I'm here,” Ayane whispered fiercely. “I'm here.”

Tao’s darkness rolled forward like a tide, trying to reach Monclair—
but Monclair stepped back, smiling.

Because Tao couldn’t attack recklessly.

Not with so many bodies between them.

Not with so many veins Monclair could turn into weapons.
Monclair’s voice was a calm knife.

“You think your heart is strength,” he murmured, gaze locked on Ayane.
“Itisn’t.”

Ayane’s eyes burned.

“Itis,” she whispered.

Monclair’s smile widened.

“Then prove it,” he said.

Ayane stared at the boy.

Blood was still lifting inside him, trying to leave.

Trying to become blade.

Ayane’s hands rose slowly.

She didn’t reach for Monclair.

She reached for the blood.

For the matter.

For the substance that should have been safe inside a living body.
Ayane’s power trembled as it entered the boy’s veins—not forcing change—

asking for it.



She didn’t transmute his blood into stone.

She didn’t harden it.

She didn’t destroy it.

She shaped it.

Gently.

She altered the pull, redirecting it like water diverted from a flood.

She transmuted Monclair’s influence—not the blood itself—into something harmless.
A neutral path.

A dead end.

The boy gasped sharply.

Blood stopped rising.

His nose still bled, but the violence ceased.

His body relaxed as if he’d been pulled back from a cliff.

Lena’s breath shook in relief.

Ayane trembled.

She did it.

She changed something inside a living body without killing it.

Monclair’s eyes narrowed.

“Well,” he murmured, voice darker now. “That’s... new.”
Ayane rose slowly, shaking.

Her hands still hovered as if she didn’t trust herself to stop.
Her voice was hoarse.

“You can’t take them from me,” she whispered.

Monclair smiled.



“From you?” he repeated.

Then his gaze slid toward the corridor full of survivors.
“You don’t own them.”

Ayane’s throat tightened.

Monclair lifted his hand again—

and this time, dozens of survivors cried out at once.
Blood began to rise from multiple bodies—

thin streams spilling from noses, mouths, cuts, old wounds, even cracked knuckles.
Panic erupted.

Children screamed.

Adults stumbled, clutching their throats and chests.
Ayane’s heart slammed.

Too many.

She couldn’t save all of them at once.

Lena stepped forward, voice breaking.

“‘Ayane—!”

Lena’s notes flared outward.

Not sharp.

Wide.

Massive.

A dome of music poured through the corridor like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.
The notes touched every survivor at once.

They didn’t heal wounds.

They didn’t stop bleeding.



They stabilized souls.

Held hearts steady.

Kept bodies from falling into panic, because panic fed Monclair’s control.
The screams softened.

Breathing steadied.

The blood still rose—

but slower.

Less violent.

Less obedient.

Tao stepped forward then, darkness boiling low.
His voice thundered.

“Enough.”

Monclair smiled at Tao.

“There he is,” he murmured. “The father.”

Tao’s eyes narrowed.

Monclair’s gaze gleamed.

“You won't strike,” he whispered. “Because if you do, I'll rip every vein in this corridor open
before your darkness reaches me.”

Tao’s jaw clenched.

Because Monclair was right.

He couldn’t erase Monclair without risking the innocent.
Ayane’s hands shook.

She looked at Tao, voice cracking.

“We can’t let him keep doing this.”

Tao’s voice was low.



“‘We won't.”

Then Tao turned his gaze to Ayane.
His expression hardened.

“Ayane,” he said.

Ayane met his eyes.

“Yes?”

Tao’s voice sharpened into command.
“You're the last active contender.”
Ayane’s chest tightened.

‘I know.”

Tao’s eyes burned.

“Then take the corridor,” Tao said. “Make it yours.”
Ayane swallowed hard.

“What do you mean?”

Tao’s darkness coiled tighter.
“Monclair thinks blood is a door,” Tao murmured.
His gaze locked on their enemy.

“So shut it.”

Ayane’s breath hitched.
Understanding struck like lightning.
She turned to the corridor.

To the stone.

To the air.

To the world itself.



Ayane lifted both hands.
And the mountain answered.

Stone surged upward, forming a new chamber around Monclair—isolating him in a wide circular
arena carved from the corridor itself.

The survivors stumbled back as walls closed between them and Monclair.
A barrier of stone sealed them away, cutting off his reach into their bodies.
The blood in survivors’ veins stopped rising instantly.

As if the moment distance existed, his pull weakened.

Monclair blinked once, amused.

“Clever,” he murmured.

Ayane stepped into the arena, alone.

Lena stood behind the barrier with Tao, notes glowing, eyes wide.
“Ayane—don’t!” Lena cried softly.

Ayane didn’t look back.

She spoke without turning.

“Protect them,” Ayane whispered.

Lena’s voice shook.

“I will.”

Tao’s voice came low.

“I'll break through if he tries to kill you.”

Ayane nodded faintly.

Then she faced Monclair.

The arena was quiet now.

Only dripping water.

Only lanternlight leaking faintly through cracks.



Monclair smiled slowly.

“You came to fight me alone,” he murmured.

Ayane’s hands lifted.

Her voice was steady.

“I came to stop you from touching anyone else.”

Monclair tilted his head.

“And how will you do that, little alchemist?” he whispered.
Ayane’s gaze hardened.

“I'm going to take your power,” she said.

Monclair’s eyes narrowed.

“You can’t.”

Ayane lifted her hands higher.

“Watch me.”

She slammed her palms down.

And the blood Monclair had spilled across the arena floor—
all the droplets, all the stains—

lifted.

Not into spears.

Not into wire.

Into a sphere.

A suspended storm of red.

Monclair’s smile widened.

“Ah,” he murmured. “So you’ll use my weapon too.”

Ayane shook her head slowly.



“No,” she whispered.

Then her transmutation ignited.

The blood storm transformed.

Not into stone.

Not into ash.

Into glass.

Clear.

Fragile.

Harmless.

It shattered midair into glittering rain, falling across the arena floor like red turned to nothing.
Monclair’s expression tightened for the first time.
Ayane stepped forward, voice low and fierce.
“You don’t get to weaponize life,” she whispered.
Monclair’s eyes darkened.

Then he raised his hand sharply—

and Ayane felt it.

A pull inside her veins.

Her own blood responding.

Trying to rise.

Trying to become his blade.

Ayane staggered, choking.

Her eyes widened.

He’s inside me.

Monclair smiled.



“Now you understand,” he murmured. “Blood isn’t around you, Ayane.”
He leaned closer, eyes gleaming.

“I's you.”

Ayane’s breath shook.

Her vision blurred.

She could feel blood climbing her throat like a serpent.

She dropped to one knee, trembling.

Behind the barrier, Lena screamed.

“‘Ayane!”

Tao’s darkness surged violently, the stone barrier cracking—
but Lena grabbed his arm, notes flaring.

“Wait!” Lena cried. “She has to do this—she has to win!”
Tao’s jaw clenched, trembling with the urge to destroy everything.
Ayane lifted her head slowly.

Blood dripped from her nose.

Her voice shook.

“You're right,” Ayane whispered.

Monclair smiled.

“I know.”

Ayane wiped the blood away with her sleeve.

Her eyes burned.

“But you forgot something,” she whispered.

Monclair’s expression sharpened.

“What?”



Ayane’s hands rose—shaking, weak—
but steady enough.

Ayane’s voice became a vow.

“l control matter,” she whispered.

“And blood is matter.”

Monclair’s eyes widened slightly—

and Ayane’s transmutation surged inward.
Not violently.

Not destroying.

She changed the blood inside herself—not into stone—
but into stillness.

She transmuted her blood’s response to Monclair’s pull into refusal.
A locked door.

A chain of choice.

Her throat cleared.

The serpent retreated.

Ayane stood slowly, breathing hard.
Monclair’s smile vanished.

“No...”

Ayane stepped forward.

Her voice didn’t shake now.

“You don’t own me,” she whispered.
Monclair’s eyes turned furious.

He threw his hands up—



blood rose again from every stain, every crack, every drop in the arena—
a tidal wave of crimson blades rushing toward Ayane—
And Ayane raised her hands.

And transmuted the entire wave into rain.

It crashed harmlessly to the floor, soaking stone.

Monclair staggered back, stunned.

Ayane advanced.

Her eyes bright with something terrifying:

Mercy that refused to break.

“'m not like you,” Ayane whispered.

Monclair snarled.

“You'll become like me.”

Ayane shook her head.

“No,” she said softly.

Then she lifted one hand—

and with the other, she touched the air.

Transmuted it into weight.

Pressure.

Gravity.

A crushing invisible force slammed Monclair into the stone floor.
He gasped, pinned, unable to move.

His blood magic thrashed uselessly.

Ayane knelt beside him, face streaked with blood and tears.

Her voice was quiet.



“This is over.”

Monclair bared his teeth.

“Kill me,” he hissed. “Prove you’re not weak.”
Ayane stared at him.

Her hands trembled.

Then she whispered:

“No.”

She leaned close.

“You don’t get to turn my heart into your excuse.”
And with a final motion—

Ayane transmuted the stone beneath Monclair into a sealed coffin of obsidian, locking him in a
prison so dense even blood magic couldn’t leak through.

The coffin sank into the mountain floor like it had never existed.
The arena went silent.

Ayane stood alone, shaking.

Behind the barrier, Lena’s notes softened.

Tao’s darkness eased.

The stone wall slid open slowly, responding to Ayane’s will.
Lena ran to her first, shadow-leg moving fast, and wrapped her arms around Ayane tightly.
Ayane stood stiffly for a moment—

then broke.

She sobbed into Lena’s shoulder, shaking with exhaustion.

“I couldn’t let them die,” Ayane whispered.

Lena’s voice cracked.

“You didn’t,” she whispered. “You didn’t.”



Tao stepped closer, his eyes dark and heavy.
“You won,” he murmured.

Ayane lifted her face, tears streaking down.
“Is he dead?” she asked shakily.

Tao shook his head once.

“No,” he said. “He’s sealed.”

Ayane swallowed hard.

“Good,” she whispered.

Because Ayane wasn'’t here to collect corpses.
She was here to change what winning meant.
Tao looked toward the mountain entrance.
His darkness tightened again.

“One remains,” he murmured.

Lena’s notes flickered.

“Wrythum,” she whispered.

Fire.

Breath.

A player still alive.

A brother who could burn continents.

And somewhere far above the mountain—beyond mist, beyond rain—
a heat began to build in the sky.

Not lightning.

Not sun.

Something worse.



Something living.

Ayane wiped her tears.

Her voice steadied.

“Then we prepare,” she whispered.

Lena nodded.

Tao’s eyes hardened.

And as the mountain trembled faintly beneath the first distant rumble of approaching flame...
the three sisters and brother stood together again.

Not as contestants.

As protectors.

As the only ones left in the game who still remembered what it meant to care.

CHAPTER 36 — The Pen of Creation

The sky turned the color of bruised gold.

Not sunrise.

Not sunset.

Something in between—Ilike the world couldn’t decide whether it deserved light again.

Ayane stood at the mountain’s mouth as the wind shifted warm. Her cloak clung to her
shoulders, damp from rain that had finally begun to retreat, leaving the earth slick and shining.

Behind her, deep within stone, survivors waited—quiet, holding children, clutching each other
like warmth was the last law left in the universe.

Lena stood beside Ayane, her shadow-arm flexing, her notes hovering faintly around her like
patient stars.



Tao stood just behind them, darkness coiled at his feet, eyes locked on the horizon.
And there—

beyond the mist and the broken landscape—

fire breathed.

Wrythum did not arrive with ships.

He arrived with heat so immense the rain evaporated before it could touch the ground.
The clouds parted in slow agony.

The air rippled, bending as if reality itself was afraid to be near him.

He walked across the scorched grass like a myth stepping out of the oldest fear.

His armor looked forged from obsidian and ember. His eyes burned bright, not with rage—with
certainty.

His chest rose and fell like a furnace.

And when he spoke, his voice carried a low crackling, as if flame lived in his throat even when
he whispered.

“Ayane,” Wrythum said.

He didn’t say it like a sibling.

He said it like a final page being turned.

Ayane’s hands flexed.

Her voice was steady.

“Wrythum.”

Wrythum’s gaze drifted past her—toward the mountain, toward the hidden souls inside.
“You’ve brought mortals into the end of a divine game,” he murmured.

Lena’s notes sharpened slightly.

Tao’s darkness stirred.

Ayane didn'’t flinch.



“They were here long before we made it a game,” Ayane said softly.
Wrythum’s mouth curved faintly.

“A pretty answer,” he murmured. “But you and | both know... when gods step onto soil, the soil
becomes collateral.”

Ayane’s gaze hardened.

“Not anymore.”

Wrythum exhaled slowly.

Smoke curled from between his teeth.

“You believe you've changed the rules.”
Ayane’s voice lowered.

‘I know | have.”

Wrythum tilted his head.

“And yet,” he whispered, “there is still only one winner.”
His eyes narrowed.

“Only one who shapes all reality.”

Tao stepped forward, voice like shadowed steel.
“She’s already won,” Tao growled.

Wrythum’s gaze flicked to Tao.

His expression didn’t change.

“Itisn’t over until 'm ash,” Wrythum said calmly.
Then he looked back to Ayane.

“Send them away.”

Ayane didn’t move.

‘I can’t,” she said.

Wrythum’s eyes sharpened.



“You won't,” he corrected.

Ayane’s voice stayed calm.

“l won’t.”

Wrythum’s jaw tightened.

For the first time, his certainty wavered into something darker.
“Then you will burn with them.”

Lena stepped closer, voice sharp.

“We are done letting you threaten innocents.”

Wrythum’s gaze slid to Lena’s shadow limb.

He smiled faintly, almost amused.

“You look whole again,” he murmured. “Does it feel good to borrow darkness to pretend you
aren’t broken?”

Lena’s notes flashed—bright.

Her eyes narrowed.

“I don’t need your approval,” Lena whispered.
Wrythum inhaled.

The fire in his throat brightened.

“Good,” he murmured. “Because you won't have it.”
Ayane lifted her hand toward Tao and Lena without looking away.
“Stay back,” she whispered.

Tao’s darkness surged.

“No.”

Ayane’s voice sharpened, commanding.

“Tao.

He froze.



Because Tao could disobey the universe.
But he couldn’t disobey her.

Not now.

Not when he had given her the right to stand here.
Not when he had surrendered his claim.
Lena stepped forward too.

“‘Ayane—"

Ayane’s voice softened just slightly.

“I need to do this,” she whispered.

Lena’s eyes glistened.

Ayane’s gaze stayed fixed on Wrythum.

“I need to win it right.”

Lena swallowed hard.

Then she nodded, stepping back beside Tao.
Wrythum watched this with quiet fascination.
“‘How noble,” he murmured.

Then his eyes darkened.

“Let’s see if nobility survives fire.”

He drew in a breath.

And the world screamed.

A cone of flame erupted from Wrythum’s mouth—white-hot, massive, swallowing the air itself,
racing toward Ayane like the end of everything.

Ayane raised both hands.
The stone beneath her feet surged upward instantly, forming a wall—

but the wall didn’t just rise.



It transmuted mid-formation.

Not into ordinary rock.

Into something denser.

Something forged for the impossible.

A wall of reflective obsidian, layered with iron, reinforced by compressed air that Ayane turned
into pressure like unseen armor.

The flame struck it.

The impact hit like a collapsing star.

The wall glowed red.

Molten cracks spiderwebbed across it—

but it held.

Ayane gritted her teeth, sweat pouring down her face.

Wrythum’s flame didn’t stop.

It intensified.

The fire grew hotter, brighter, consuming oxygen so fast the air began to thin.
The mountain entrance turned into a furnace.

Behind Ayane, Tao’s darkness surged instinctively, trying to rush forward and smother the fire—
but Lena grabbed his arm, eyes wide.

“She told us,” Lena whispered. “We trust her.”

Tao’s jaw clenched.

His darkness trembled.

But he stayed.

Ayane felt the heat crawling through her barriers, pressing into her skin like a thousand hands
trying to melt her from the inside.

Her lungs burned.



Her eyes watered.

Her knees trembled.

But she didn’t step back.

She lifted one hand slightly, changing the air around the flame.
Not stopping it.

Redirecting it.

She transmuted the oxygen flow itself—starving the flame’s shape, bending its path away from
the sanctuary.

The fire curved.

Angling upward.

Tearing into the sky instead of into the mountain.
Wrythum’s eyes narrowed.

He stopped breathing flame.

For a heartbeat, there was only roaring heat and silence.
Ayane coughed, blood at the corner of her mouth.
Wrythum stepped forward.

“So you can shape elements,” he murmured. “So you can bend matter.”
His eyes burned.

“Let’s see if you can reshape inevitability.”

He snapped his fingers—

and the ground ignited.

A ring of fire erupted around Ayane, forming a blazing arena, cutting her off from the mountain
and from her siblings.

Flame walls rose high, circling, turning the battlefield into a furnace cage.

Lena gasped sharply.



“‘Ayane!”

Ayane didn’t look back.

She stood inside the fire ring, shoulders shaking, eyes locked on Wrythum.
Wrythum stepped into the ring.

The flames didn’t touch him.

They worshipped him.

He smiled faintly.

“You can’t run,” he murmured. “And you can’t hide behind mortals now.”
Ayane’s voice was quiet.

“'m not hiding.”

Wrythum lunged.

He moved faster than fire should allow—closing the distance in a heartbeat, swinging a blade of
condensed flame across Ayane’s throat.

Ayane raised her forearm.

The blade struck—

and her arm transmuted instantly into layered crystal-steel.

The flame blade screeched across it, throwing sparks.

Ayane twisted, stepping to the side, shifting the air under Wrythum’s feet into slick glass.
Wrythum slid—

but he recovered instantly, breathing another burst of flame.

Ayane slammed her hands outward.

The fire hit—

and split.

Ayane transmuted the flame’s heat into light, forcing its energy to disperse into a blinding burst
that filled the ring like a solar flare.



Wrythum staggered back, eyes narrowing.

Ayane didn’t waste the moment.

She reached down—

and touched the earth.

The burning ground beneath Wrythum'’s feet transformed.

Not into stone.

Into emptiness.

A sinkhole of compacted vacuum—a pocket where heat couldn’t thrive.
The fire around that spot died instantly, snuffed by the absence Ayane created.
Wrythum’s eyes widened slightly.

He stumbled.

And Ayane moved.

She crossed the gap in a breath and pressed her palm to Wrythum’s chest.
Transmutation surged.

Wrythum froze.

Because Ayane wasn’t turning him into ash.

She wasn’t turning him into stone.

She was turning the fire in his lungs into stiliness.

Into sealed glass.

Into silence.

Wrythum’s eyes widened.

He choked.

No flame came out.

For the first time, the fire-breather could not breathe fire.



Ayane’s voice trembled.

“l don’t want to kill you,” she whispered.
Wrythum’s mouth opened.

Nothing came.

Ayane’s eyes glistened.

“But | will not let you burn them.”
Wrythum’s eyes burned with fury.

He forced his body to move, muscles straining, fighting the transmutation with sheer will.
His heat flared outward, trying to melt the stiliness inside him.
Ayane staggered.

Her hand shook.

Her power strained.

Wrythum’s voice finally rasped out—

a broken, brutal whisper.

“You think mercy makes you worthy?”
Ayane’s jaw clenched.

“No,” she whispered.

Her eyes sharpened.

“Sacrifice does.”

Wrythum’s eyes widened slightly—
because for the first time he understood:
Ayane wasn't fighting to win.

She was fighting to end the cycle.

Ayane stepped back and raised both hands.



The fire ring around them began to collapse inward—compressed, condensed, reshaped.
Wrythum’s eyes widened in realization.

Ayane wasn’t extinguishing it.

She was concentrating it.

Turning a wall of flame into a single point of pressure.

A star of heat.

She held it above her palm, trembling.

The condensed fire screamed silently, bright enough to blind.
Wrythum stepped back instinctively, fear flickering.

Ayane’s voice shook as she whispered:

“This is your power.”

She lifted her hand higher.

“And this is my choice.”

Then Ayane transmuted it.

Not into flame.

Not into death.

Into light.

Pure, harmless, radiant light that washed over the battlefield like dawn breaking after the
longest night.

The fire ring vanished.

The heat softened.

The air returned.

Wrythum fell to one knee, gasping, his chest heaving.
His throat burned.

His fire was gone.



Not forever.

But for this moment, stripped away.

He stared up at Ayane, eyes wide and furious and broken.
Ayane stood above him, shaking.

“I could have burned you,” she whispered.

Her voice cracked.

“I could have erased you like Tao did.”

Tears slipped down her face.

“But | won’t become that.”

Wrythum’s breath trembled.

“...Then strike me,” he rasped. “End it.”

Ayane swallowed hard.

And then she did.

But not with cruelty.

Ayane placed two fingers against Wrythum’s forehead.
Her power flowed gently.

And she transmuted the last resistance in his body into surrender.
Not mind control.

Not theft.

A release.

Wrythum’s shoulders sagged.

His eyes dimmed.

The fight left him.

He exhaled one long breath.



And whispered, broken:

“...You win.”

The moment the words left his lips—

the world changed.

The sky rippled.

The ground trembled.

Reality itself began to fade like paint dissolving in rain.
Ayane’s eyes widened.

Lena and Tao rushed forward, but their hands passed through the air like mist.
“Ayane!” Lena cried.

Tao’s voice thundered.

“‘Ayane—!"

Ayane reached toward them—

but the mountain faded.

The lanterns vanished.

The survivors became distant echoes.

All sound pulled away like a tide retreating from shore.
And then—

Ayane stood in stiliness.

In a palace carved from eternity.

A table that existed in the space between time.

A throne room where the universe held its breath.
Chrysanthemum sat there, waiting.

Her posture was perfect.



Her eyes were calm.

But Ayane felt it immediately:

Chrysanthemum’s presence was immense.

A sun held back by will alone.

If she stood too close, Ayane might collapse just from being near her.
Chrysanthemum’s voice came soft.

“You did it.”

Ayane’s breathing was shaky.

Her hands trembled.

“l... won.”

Chrysanthemum nodded once.

“Yes,” she whispered. “You won the Game of the Nine.”
Ayane stared down at herself.

She was still wearing dirt and blood and ash.

Still carrying the scars of the battlefield.

Still human beneath the divine.

Ayane’s voice cracked.

“What was this?” she demanded. “What was it meant to be?”
Chrysanthemum’s eyes didn’t waver.

“A crucible,” she said.

Ayane’s throat tightened.

“A massacre.”

Chrysanthemum’s voice softened, just slightly.

“A lesson,” she corrected.



Ayane’s anger rose like fire.

“A lesson written in corpses?!”

Chrysanthemum didn’t flinch.

“The universe cannot be shaped by innocence,” Chrysanthemum said calmly.
Her voice was heavy.

“Only by understanding what power costs.”

Ayane’s eyes burned with tears.

“And what does it cost?” Ayane whispered.

Chrysanthemum leaned forward slightly, the table between them like the final line separating
two eras of reality.

“Everything,” Chrysanthemum said.

Ayane’s breath trembled.

Chrysanthemum’s gaze sharpened.

“You saw what gods become without rules,” she whispered.
Ayane clenched her jaw.

“Yes.”

Chrysanthemum'’s eyes softened faintly.

“And you saw what mortals become when gods forget they’re real,” she whispered.
Ayane’s voice broke.

“Yes.”

Chrysanthemum'’s fingers rested on the table.

Then her voice turned quiet—almost gentle.

“You proved something,” she said.

Ayane swallowed hard.

“What?”



Chrysanthemum’s eyes gleamed.

“That a heart can restrain omnipotence,” she whispered.
Ayane’s breath caught.

Chrysanthemum sat back slowly.

“The universe is yours now,” she said.

Ayane froze.

“What?”

Chrysanthemum’s voice remained calm.

“My role ends here,” she said.

Ayane’s chest heaved.

“l don’t want this,” she whispered.

Chrysanthemum'’s gaze turned sharp.

“You didn’t want war either,” she replied. “And yet you fought.”
Ayane’s tears fell freely now.

“What am | supposed to do?” she whispered.
Chrysanthemum’s eyes held hers.

“That,” Chrysanthemum said softly, “is the only true question omnipotence ever asks.”
She stood slowly.

The palace trembled around her, not from movement, but from the sheer weight of creation
shifting.

Chrysanthemum looked at Ayane, voice steady and final.

“It is your choice now,” Chrysanthemum said. “What happens to the universe.”
Ayane’s breath shook.

Then Chrysanthemum’s presence began to fade—not disappearing in violence—

but dissolving like a page turning.



Like an author stepping away from the story.

Ayane reached out instinctively.

“Wait—!”

Chrysanthemum paused for one final heartbeat.

Her eyes softened.

“You were never meant to own reality,” she whispered.
“You were meant to protect it.”

Then Chrysanthemum vanished.

And Ayane was alone.

The scene shifted—

not like travel.

Like thought.

Like the universe showing her what she had fought for.

Tao stood in a quiet field under gray skies.

His wife was in his arms, shaking, safe.

His daughter clung to his neck, laughing softly through tears.

Tao closed his eyes as he held them, breathing like he’d been drowning for centuries and finally
reached air.

Behind him, Lena stood in the doorway of the cottage, her shadow arm resting gently at her
side, her notes drifting like peaceful fireflies.

She watched Tao’s family with soft eyes.
And behind her—
Lena’s people.

The survivors.



They stood together in the mist, watching the horizon with cautious hope instead of fear.
Someone laughed softly.

A child smiled.

A mother exhaled like she had forgotten breathing could feel like relief.
Then the vision shifted again—

people rebuilding.

Hands lifting stone.

Fires being lit for warmth instead of war.

Homes forming where ash once ruled.

Lives beginning again.

Not perfect.

Not untouched.

But alive.

And Ayane felt it like a weight on her soul:

This is why you won.

The vision faded.

Ayane stood once more in the palace between time.
The table remained.

Still.

Silent.

Waiting.

And on the table—

a pen.

White as dawn.



Simple.

Unassuming.

And yet the air around it vibrated with unimaginable importance.
Ayane stepped closer.

Her breathing slowed.

She stared at it, heart pounding.

Because she knew what it was.
Chrysanthemum’s pen.

The instrument that once shaped the rules of existence into the Book of All Existence.
The tool that wrote reality into law.

Ayane’s hand trembled as she reached for it.
She hesitated—

not from fear of power—

but from the responsibility that came with it.
Because she knew what she could do with it.
She could fix everything.

She could erase pain.

She could undo death.

She could rewrite history into mercy.

She could make the universe gentle.

She could make it a cage.

She could make it free.

Ayane’s fingers closed around the pen.

The moment she touched it, the palace seemed to inhale.



Reality itself held still.

Waiting for her first word.

Ayane lifted the pen.

Her eyes glistened.

Her voice was barely a whisper.

“...Okay.”

And the scene ended—

with Ayane holding the power to shape all existence,

and choosing what kind of universe deserved to be written next.

EPILOGUE — The First Line

Silence ruled the palace between time.
Not the silence of loneliness.
Not the silence of emptiness.

A sacred, waiting stillness—Ilike the universe itself had leaned in close, listening for the sound of
its next breath.

Ayane sat at the table where Chrysanthemum once sat.
Where omnipotence once rested like an unmoving crown.
Now it belonged to her.

She wore no armor.

No throne.

No display of victory.

Only the quiet weight of a god who had won a game without letting the game make her cruel.



In her hand, the white pen of creation hovered above blank page—its tip poised, unmoving, as if
it could feel her hesitation and respected it.

Ayane’s eyes were fixed on the paper.

Not because she didn’t know what to write.

But because she knew too many things.

She could rewrite grief out of existence.

She could resurrect the dead and pretend pain never happened.
She could smooth every sharp edge in reality until nothing ever bled again.
But she had seen what power became when it erased consequence.
She had lived through the proof.

So she waited.

Not for permission.

For wisdom.

Behind her, the palace shimmered faintly—walls made of eternity, candles made of concepts,
shadows that did not belong to any sun.

Then—soft footsteps.

Ayane didn’t turn.

She didn’t have to.

She knew that presence like she knew her own heartbeat.
Lena sat across from her.

Whole.

Not because she was untouched by war.

But because she had survived it.

Her shadow arm rested easily at her side, darkness shaped into something gentle and sure. Her
notes drifted faintly around her fingers, quiet now—not as weapons, not as shields.

Only as proof she was still herself.



For a long moment, the two sisters said nothing.

There was no urgency here.

No battlefield to outrun.

No screaming voices trying to claw their way out of the air.
Just the two of them at the center of everything.

Lena’s gaze drifted toward Ayane’s hand.

Toward the pen.

Toward the blank page.

Then Lena smiled faintly.

“You look tired,” she whispered.

Ayane let out a slow breath.

“l feel... older than | should,” she admitted.

Lena’s eyes softened.

Ayane’s gaze flicked briefly off the page—just long enough to meet her sister’s eyes.
“‘How is Tao?” Ayane asked quietly.

The name carried warmth now.

Not fear.

Not desperation.

Lena’s smile grew, almost fond.

“He’s still hovering,” she said. “Like the universe might change its mind and steal her away.”
Ayane’s lips twitched—almost a laugh.

“And his daughter?”

Lena’s expression brightened.

“She’s sweet,” Lena whispered. “She keeps asking me if | can teach her songs that make
flowers bloom faster.”



Ayane’s breath hitched softly at that.

Something in her face softened.

A god allowing herself to feel relief.

“A child who wants flowers,” Ayane murmured.

Lena nodded slowly.

“She doesn’t even know how close she came to never having a future,” Lena said.
Her voice grew quieter.

“And Tao... he looks at her like he’s praying.”

Ayane stared at the blank page again.

“She saved him,” Ayane whispered.

Lena’s notes drifted in a gentle orbit.

“No,” Lena replied softly. “He saved her.”

Ayane’s fingers tightened slightly around the pen.
“And still...” Lena added, “...he acts like he’ll spend eternity repaying the debt.”
Ayane’s voice turned low.

“That’s what love does,” she whispered.

The palace remained still, listening.

Ayane’s hand moved slightly.

The pen hovered.

Then—

she set it down.

Gently.

As if even the act of putting it down carried meaning.

Lena watched her closely, then asked the question she had been holding since she walked into
this room.



“So...” Lena whispered, careful.

“Have you decided what you're going to do with the universe?”
Ayane didn’t answer immediately.

She stared at the pen.

At the blankness.

At the terrifying freedom of choice.

Then Ayane finally spoke.

Her voice was soft.

Certain.

‘I have.”

Lena’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“What are you going to change?” she asked.

Ayane looked up.

And for the first time, there was something new in her expression.
Not fear.

Not grief.

Not even sorrow.

Purpose.

“A new test,” Ayane said.

Lena blinked.

“A test?” she echoed.

Ayane nodded once.

“One that won’t be decided by slaughter,” she whispered.

“One that won’t demand innocent lives as payment for divine pride.”



Lena’s voice grew cautious.

“And what will it determine?”

Ayane’s gaze held hers, steady and unwavering.

“It will determine the fate of the new universe,” Ayane said.
Lena inhaled sharply.

Her notes trembled faintly.

Ayane’s voice lowered even further, almost reverent.

“If reality is going to live beyond gods and games... then it needs something stronger than
power.”

Lena whispered, “Stronger than power?”
Ayane’s answer came quiet.

“Choice.”

Lena stared at her, stunned.

A silence stretched between them.

Not heavy.

Not painful.

Anticipatory.

Then Ayane moved her hand toward the paper on the table.
Not the blank sheet beneath the pen.
Another page.

One she had already touched.

Already begun.

The “camera” of the moment—Ilike some unseen witness to creation—shifted slowly over
Ayane’s shoulder.

Panning down.



Past her hand.

Past the white pen resting in stillness.

Down toward a single page of paper laid flat on the table.

And on that paper—

lines.

Early sketches.

Rough, deliberate shapes drawn in pale ink.

Not words.

Not laws.

A structure.

A tower.

Impossible in scale.

Ancient in design.

A spire reaching upward like it was trying to pierce the ceiling of existence itself.
The Tower of the World.

Lena’s breath caught.

Her eyes widened, reflecting the sketch like it was a prophecy.
She looked back up at Ayane, voice barely a whisper.
“...You've already started.”

Ayane’s gaze stayed on the tower.

Her expression was calm.

But her eyes carried the weight of everything that had come before.
“Yes,” Ayane said softly.

“Is it possible to remake Tao and 1?” Lena asked. Ayane paused and met her eyes once more as
Lena rose to her feet. “I hadn’t thought of changing either of you...l..” Ayane was cut off by lena.



‘I mean nothing of it. Honestly | just think that we all deserve a new story....Tao stood at the end
of time for eternity before either of us were ever born. Now that he has a family he knows you'll
keep them safe in the next world but even he’s asked me about your plans. He likes his
loneliness for some reason. It's strange but understandable. me ...i like my voice..being able to
shine so bright that even the universe can see me...maybe | can shine like that one more time.
And you...isn’'t there anything you've ever wanted?” Lena finished. | stood there thinking for a
moment...and responded “I'd love to be a mother...have a daughter...teach her about the
world, hold her and show her how to love. And maybe even have grandchildren of my own”.
Lena had tears in her eyes. She ran to me holding my arms and said “Then lets do it!! Lets live
in the next life, new and reborn!!”. | smiled and we hugged one final time. Lena left back to her
world, to her people.

Ayane reached for the pen again—slowly, deliberately—
as the universe leaned in close, ready to be written.

with the tower on the page,

and the future taking shape

beneath the hand of a god who chose to build instead of burn.
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