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Prologue – Secrets Revealed


Dawn had undergone myriad hardships. Pulling herself from the dark abyss, she hardly had the strength to stand. Her memories were fuzzy, disjointed.

“Who am I?”

“Dawn Polaris, of the Polaris family. From Skycloud.”

“Didn’t I die? What am I doing here?”

She felt like she’d been asleep for ten thousand years. So much was gone from her memory, and what remained was hazy. Only a few key experiences were still indelibly marked on her spirit.

The world she found herself within was strange. She couldn’t tell whether it was day or night, whether she was in air or water, or even if there was a boundary between earth and sky. Nothing around her had a fixed, solid shape. The laws of physics she was accustomed to didn’t exist here.

Was this the land of the dead?

She couldn’t move. Although her consciousness had awakened, her body was held fast by some invisible power. Another will much stronger than her own was taking shape at her side.

“Humans, so frail.”

The words took shape in her mind. The one speaking to her didn’t use any language. Instead, it inserted the thoughts directly into her head. Her mind converted these feelings into words she could understand. In this way, there was no barrier to communication.

He was strong. So strong, like a grand designer peering upon its infinitesimally small creation. Dawn felt small. Insignificant. In the eyes of whoever this was, she was as tiny as an amoeba.

“What is this place? What are you? Why did you bring me here?”

“This is a crack in the universe. Laws of space, time, and physics don’t apply here. To use the phrases of your species, this is Sumeru.”

Sumeru? She was in the home of the gods!

Shock overcame her. To the Elysian people, Sumeru was not a foreign concept. Legends claimed it was where all the gods lived and from whence they all came. There were many stories about it, but in none of them was a description. No human had ever laid eyes on the distant utopia.

If this was Sumeru, then the mysterious spirit she spoke with had to be a god.

Dawn had met several gods by now, but even the Supremes didn’t fill her with the sense she got from this being. There was only one explanation, and that was that this had to be the one who stood above all others – the God King.

Only the God King could snatch her from the jaws of oblivion. Only the gods could wrench her from the midst of an explosion and return her from the abyss of death.

But why? There wasn’t anything special about her. People like Dawn could be found all across Earth or on any of the many planets out in the cosmos. Why had the God King chosen to spare her?

In her frustration, Dawn tried to get a clearer look at the God King, but in this place, all ordinary senses were confounded. All the natural laws she knew were rewritten. The God King was simultaneously speaking with her by her side and yet also a thousand light years away. A mere projection her mortal eyes could not pin down. In fact, the only thing she could see were the flows of chaos swirling all around.

This was a place her human mind could not comprehend.

The God King’s voice was even, almost comforting. “There is no God King in this place. No Demon King either. Gods and demons are just illusions. A… fairytale.”

“What is happening?” Dawn pleaded.

“Before the universe you know was even born, there was a race of highly intelligent beings.” The God King refrained from answering her question directly and launched into a story. “This species was endowed with tremendous power, and with it, tremendous responsibility. Deeply rooted within them was a drive to create and the belief that they were a manifestation of the universe’s will. Thus, they took it upon themselves to be the guardians of birth, evolution, death, and rebirth.”

“How could there be anything before the birth of the universe?” Dawn didn’t understand. What did he mean, guardians of birth and rebirth? Did he mean this species controlled all of creation?

The God King could easily peer into Dawn’s mind. He continued to explain.

“This grand species was born in the emptiness between cosmos, capable of twisting the rules of the universe to their whims. But with that power, they adhered to a singular mission, one which they performed for billions of years. The creation and maintenance of life. Whenever a new universe is born, they send their envoy – not to create life directly but to sow the seeds, to ready the stage for life to emerge naturally. In this way, they have facilitated the creation of countless civilizations.”

Countless civilizations… billions of them in every universe? And all of them supposedly coming from this mysterious race.

From any other mouth, Dawn would have thought the idea crazy. But the one she spoke with wasn’t an ordinary creature. He was likely the most powerful life form in the entire universe. There was no reason such a being would waste the effort in lying to such an insignificant creature such as her.

“With their natural creative instincts, this grand race formed countless vibrant universes. However, as they rejoiced in their masterpieces, there descended upon them a terrible catastrophe.”

“What happened?”

“They began to age and die.”

Degradation and death were common to all living things. The inevitable end that nothing could escape. Yet for a species who were masters of the creation of life, such a curse was a tragedy.

“In truth, there is no such thing as eternity. Immortality is merely a question of scale. A highly advanced creature may keep the body from aging, but they cannot halt the inevitable decline of the mind and spirit. Even the vast universe will one day meet an end. Any existence – no matter how grand, how powerful, how ancient – will at some point pass into nothingness.”

Was he saying this race had gone extinct?

“Their numbers dwindled. Wills that spanned the lives of universes knew fear for the first time. Just like humans in the midst of a crisis, they began the desperate search for a way to avoid the inevitable. They realized that their old, failing civilization had to be injected with new life if it hoped to survive.”

“Thus, they violated their ancient promise not to become involved in the lives they helped foster. They inserted themselves into these cultures, forever altering their evolution in the hopes that from their sacrifice, a way to spare their species would emerge.”

“They were far too weak and few in number to control all of the cosmos, but they did have the power to create servants who were absolutely loyal. A creature that gained strength through a collective. Using these puppets to speed up the process, they searched far and wide for that special essence that would deliver them from extinction...”

By now, Dawn had guessed the rest of the story. The “puppets” he was talking about had to be what humans called gods. They spread through the cosmos like wildfire, infecting civilizations and siphoning their vitality. Time and again, they interfered with these peoples, stealing the energy of their souls but never finding what they were after.

The gods, however, were not perfect puppets.

Because of their imperfect creation and their use as slaves, a number of gods broke free of their yoke. These were then called demons. With self-awareness and self-determination, they set off on their own missions. This was the source of these species’ deep-seated contradictions.

But whether it was demon or god, neither understood that they were merely tools in the hands of a greater consciousness.

Perhaps the God King wasn’t a god at all. Dawn could tell that he was different from all the others. This being was probably one of that great race. Hence, his tremendous power and invincibility.

“We have searched for so long. Destroyed countless species in our efforts. Finally, the savior has been discovered. The one who could save us all.” The God King paused for a moment before going on. “As you have already surmised, I am one of that species. Cloudhawk is the one we have been searching for.”

The secret behind the gods and demons was unveiled. Dawn was upended by the truth.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I would give Cloudhawk a chance to determine his own destiny.”

The final syllables of his words were thick with power. Dawn was wrapped up in it, feeling the indescribable flows transforming her. She wanted to fight back, but it was pointless. Once again, her mind went blank.


1 / Supplies


Southern wilds. The front lines.

After the failure of the divine attack, sections of the southern wilds looked like a storm had passed through. Craters marred the landscape, and thin wisps reached for the heavens. Pieces of the Source crystal mountain were scattered all over, slowly being gathered by laborers from the city.

All manner of vessels shuttled back and forth across the battlefield, cleaning up what they could. People scrambled from their decks to repair equipment and installations. It was a race against time. Everything had to be fixed before the gods returned. Less than ten days had passed since their last assault, and no one knew when the next would come, or what to expect when it did.

Greenland had managed to repel Chaos, but it had been a costly battle. The monster left a great deal of death and destruction in its wake. Half of Greenland’s defensive layers had been breached. The damage wasn’t just physical either. Morale sank like a stone after the illusion of preparedness was shattered.

Ordinary soldiers were nothing more than cannon fodder.

For the several days that Cloudhawk was gone, Selene was desperately trying to reorganize and placate the troops. She had to rely on all her skills to maintain order within the city. Meanwhile, she was restructuring formations, moving soldiers to different sectors of the realm to make their defenses more flexible. At the same time, she bolstered their guard and strengthened the troops in any way she could think of.

If there was any silver lining in their last battle, it was that a hundred divine soldiers had been captured. Siphoning their mental powers greatly empowered some of Greenland’s elite.

These days, Selene wielded power equivalent to the late Arcturus – the strength of a Supreme. After receiving the remnants of the Cloud God and several soldiers, the Shepherd God was even stronger than she was in her prime.

Others – like Janus, Phain, and the other Elysians – had also seen extraordinary growth. Even Hellflower, who had no psychic talent to speak of, was now more capable than a veteran demon hunter. Besides them, the major players of the realm such as Frost now all had power close to that of a Supreme god. Gains plateaued after that, with lieutenants and elite soldiers also seeing some progress.

“Master Selene, they’re back.”

A griffin rider glided toward her through the smoke-filled sky. He hurriedly made his report.

A light flashed through her eyes. “Cloudhawk?”

“No, not Leader Cloudhawk. It’s Hellflower.”

She remembered that Hellflower had left yesterday to open discussions with Ark Base. Her quick return came as a surprise. Selene decided to meet with her face-to-face and learn what happened.

In the center of Greenland, a portal roiled steadily upon a trapezoidal altar. Hundreds of Green Alliance soldiers exited in a steady stream, carrying boxes full of equipment. A couple of small transport vehicles also made an appearance. Everything was piled together near the portal, creating small hills that were growing by the moment.

“Ah, Master Selene. Just in time. Come look at this.” Hellflower waved her over. “This is the first cache of goods we’ve received from Ark Base. A few days too late, unfortunately. If we’d been prepared with this equipment, the gods wouldn’t have penetrated the shields so easily.”

Selene frowned. “I don’t understand high-tech equipment. The wastelands have plenty. Only their capabilities are limited. Is this stuff from Ark Base really going to perform any better?”

“Completely different. Come, I’ll show you.”

Hellflower approached a large container. She first scanned her DNA into a small panel, then spoke a code word for voice identification. Within were several silver robots in sleep mode. They were all equipped with high-energy laser weapons that could instantly melt steel beams. Particle shields also came standard to protect them from damage.

Most importantly, each one was capable of flight while in the atmosphere. They were powered by hydrogen-nuclear batteries that turned the robot into a bomb if it was too damaged to fight. Hundreds of these things together made for a frightening fighting unit.

The battle bots came in no less than five flavors, ranging from as large as city defense droids to as small as a bee. The tiny ones worked as a unit with millions of others to create a surveillance network – or to attack in a swarm. A collective detonation of these things would easily eliminate a squad of divine soldiers. All told, they had enough robots to form an army.

“Aside from weapons, Ark Base will give us their most advanced optical-pulse radar. It’s unaffected by environmental interference and can cover half the solar system. Furthermore, Father has sent three robots with their own hyper-intelligent AI’s installed. They work twenty-four hours a day collecting information, processing data and maintaining oversight. At least ten times more efficient than humans.”

Hellflower explained it all, item by item. Combat droids, defensive equipment, weapons… countless auxiliary and support devices. A fully equipped Greenland soldier had the stopping power of a demon hunter.

Perhaps the equipment wasn’t a great threat to the gods, but it did serve to bolster humanity’s defensive line. They now had an early warning system and logistical support from a super-intelligent AI. Selene was impressed and surprised by the breadth of what Ark Base had squirreled away.

Not that it was strange. Ark Base was the last bastion of an ancient civilization, guided by a machine that could teach itself and grow. Even if ancient humans had spent the last thousand years eating, breeding, and doing nothing, their Father was ever at work. A millennium was long enough for it to master the technologies of the old world.

In some respects, you could say Father was like a god. Over so many centuries, it had guided humans to many surprising advances. Even Cloudhawk didn’t know how vast the reach and intelligence of this machine was. Father had populated Stony Plains with an army of small robots and established any number of factories. Anything Father wanted to build could be produced in a very short time.

In forging an alliance with Ark Base, the Green Alliance’s equipment needs were met. Ark Base wasn’t going to get involved in their fight directly, but they did pledge to provide everything they could to Alliance soldiers.

Hellflower was still explaining. “Right now, Ark Base is researching engines that can take us out into space. If I know Father, it shouldn’t be long before we have a serviceable spacecraft. With enough vessels like that, we can bring the fight right to the gods.”

In the thousand years of its history, Ark Base never created a way to escape the atmosphere. Not because they were incapable but because Father didn’t want humans exploring the stars. Although the cosmos seemed vast and empty, they couldn’t risk appearing on the gods’ radar. If any hint was given that ancient humans still lived, it put them all in danger. Alone, Ark Base was no match for the gods.

Selene nodded. “If Ark Base is willing to help us with their excellent production infrastructure, then we’ll make the best use of it. We don’t have much in the way of resources, except for Source.”

Father’s agreement to work with Green Alliance was built on the draw of Source. So enticing was the idea that Father provided almost anything the Alliance asked for. Other goods, such as useless divine corpses and broken relics, were also provided to Ark Base as trade.

Why not work together for mutual benefit?

Hellflower asked her compatriot, “Cloudhawk isn’t back yet? That nest of devils is not a pleasant place, I’m sure. Do you think he’ll manage on his own?”

“I’m not worried. Legion went with him, and that demon always has a plan.”

Legion had conspired for a thousand years to see this result. Seeing Cloudhawk ascend the throne was the culmination of all his efforts.

What Selene worried about was Cloudhawk himself. He’d changed a lot, growing stronger while the road ahead grew narrower. He never let the effect of Dawn’s death show on his face, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t poisoning him from the inside.

She didn’t know how long this war was going to last. When… if it did, would Cloudhawk ever go back to the way he was before?


2 / The Marshal's Power


The Abyssal God’s eyes slid open.

The moon’s surface was now covered in divine buildings, weapons, and tools of war. The gods themselves were arrayed in formation, as silent as statues, awaiting further orders.

Their defeat in the southern wastes was felt through the Divine Matrix, but the gods were not troubled. It was as though those who died on the earth’s surface weren’t compatriots. They were expendable components of a much larger machine.

Gods were creatures of no emotion, with hearts of stone. It was what made them strong. Whatever the setback, they felt neither regret nor remorse. Instead, they fought harder, battling to the last in the face of an enemy stronger than they anticipated.

Their first assault had failed, a result sure to have consequences. It had been prepared in haste, so it was not totally unexpected that it had not succeeded. All it meant was that these humans were a little more tenacious than they originally thought.

“Begin.”

The Marshal gave its order, and like clockwork automatons, the gods all moved in unison. They moved to preconstructed weapons and poured their mental power into them. How terrifying was the combined mental power of so many gods?

It took less than a few minutes for fifteen Sword of Sumeru blasts to be prepared. Divine soldiers aimed them all towards a single target. However, it wasn’t the southern wastes they aimed at. They weren’t even pointed towards Earth. All of the weapons were trained on the Abyssal God.

In the next second, all fifteen swords were released. Like arrows from a bowstring, they were launched forward. In their wake were blasts of power that burst through the lunar craters. The ground quaked, and many mountains and crater walls collapsed.

In the face of this terrible onslaught, the Abyssal God did not move. It spread its arms wide, ready to embrace it. What followed was a magnificent scene.

Reality shattered around the Marshal, as though it were made of glass. A void was formed, and all the energy that came near it was sucked in. Little by little, it was all swallowed up.

Fifteen swords of radiant light disappeared into the darkness. If a human were here to witness it, the scene would shock them to their core. The power in this onslaught was no less intense than when the Chaos Beast exploded. It was like several hundred nuclear bombs all exploding at once!

Yet for all the fire and fury, none of it harmed the Abyssal God. Its powers gathered and condensed all energy, then siphoned it into itself. The Marshal’s dark armor started to glow, taking on a steadily intensifying glow like iron left in a furnace.

The gods launched another attack.

No matter the sort of energy, everything that came near was drawn into the Abyssal God’s body. Less than an hour later, all the swords were gone and the deluge of attacks had come to an end. The god’s body was a black hole that swallowed it all.

There was enough power contained in the Marshal now to single-handedly destroy a whole civilization. It wielded the destructive power of a divine armada. Empowered like this, the Abyssal God was Sumeru’s mightiest general. Such power could only be contested by the former Demon King, or perhaps the highest of the demon elders.

But the Grand Elder was only a fraction of what he used to be, and the Second Seal was dead. With the destructive power now at his command, the former Demon King reborn would struggle to survive. It was no exaggeration to say that the Abyssal God had become an ender of planets. This would last for roughly three days, so once the soldiers’ mental powers recovered, the Abyssal God would lead the next charge from the fore.

[image: ]


Gehenna.

Legion, Korath, Haborym, and Belial – the highest-ranking demon elders – selected the most reliable troops from among Babel’s denizens. Three thousand were selected. The remaining demons would trickle into the fight as needed.

Three thousand demons were not a lot, but it wasn’t anything to look down one’s nose at either.

Gehenna’s King had appeared suddenly and had instigated a coup in only two days. From the demons of the tower to the citizens of the city, no one was prepared. So, they did what they were told, and demons were gathered to strengthen humanity’s waning battle lines.

The gods weren’t going to give mankind any breathing room. After the failure of the first wave, their Marshal would be preparing for a second. Nearly ten days had passed since the gods invaded the moon, which was more than enough time for the gods to establish a foothold. Cloudhawk anticipated their full force.

With all the divine technology of Sumeru, with thousands of divine troops on their doorstep, and with half their defenses in shambles, no one dared clap their chest and boast. However, at least with a force of three thousand demons, they might be able to hold their own for a time.

“What weapons does Gehenna have?”

“Honored King, the demons of Gehenna have lived in hiding for a thousand years. Even during the reign of the former King, we demons could never match divine technology. This disadvantage was only exacerbated after our terrible loss.”

Cloudhawk was not pleased with this response. Have the demons been painting fucking pictures and carving statues for the last thousand years? When had this warlike species become a bunch of timid artists?

Belial spoke up, sensing his master’s displeasure. “Gods and demons are strong fighters by their nature. In many cases, equipment is just cumbersome. So long as we can continue to use relics, I am confident our forces can keep the divine soldiers at bay.”

Gods and demons had their own advantages. Under a unified consciousness, the gods were as efficient as a well-oiled machine. Order was built into their way of life. Although they had some measure of self-determination, it was only in rare circumstances and always in service to the collective. They followed their primary orders first, before their own aims. This made gods the perfect soldiers, something that grew more frightening with numbers. One needed only to look at the universe and how they had swept through to understand the truth.

But that was not to say gods were without flaws. They were born into a system of complete transparency. No deception existed, making them better at fighting rather than planning.

Demons were different. Centuries of self-determination had made them tricky and wise. A deep survival instinct also galvanized their deepest potential. Every demon had relics unique to them and the ability to work alone. This meant that, on average, demons were stronger than gods.

Every demon was unique. Unpredictable but full of potential.

Legion spoke next. “Gehenna cannot match Sumeru in terms of strength, which means we must be brilliant in how we fight. Make the best use of our strength, guard our weaknesses. Likewise, if we play to their flaws, we may just survive.”

It was never easy for the weak to rise up against the strong. But Gehenna could not afford to lose.


3 / Just the Beginning


Natessa Windham continued to lead groups all across Emerald Star, clearing out beasts and making the area safe. She’d successfully eliminated their nest, but a huge number of bloodthirsty critters still wandered around. As more and more people made their way to the underground city, security was difficult to maintain.

“There were thirty-six attacks today. Over two hundred killed or wounded.”

“We don’t have enough people to cover everything. There are also all sorts of surface creatures, with different sizes, shapes, and ways of dealing with them. It makes crafting defenses for the city difficult.”

Gabriel, Barb, and even the young Azura were by Natessa’s side. They were accompanied by a group of Elysian fighters.

Barb offered a suggestion. “Can we make a request to the front lines, have Autumn come and help again? She can control the monsters. Maybe that’ll solve our problem.”

“Autumn’s powers are excellent, but not necessarily the best course of action,” Natessa said, shaking her head. “First, she is an important part of Greenland’s war front. We can’t cannibalize our forces to make things easier back here. Secondly, the scope of her abilities is limited. Right now, we are facing many different creatures, all in different places and with different sorts of attacks.”

Establishing a perfectly safe home for humans was not as easy as they’d hoped.

“Bad news! The southern seventh district is under attack! They’re being overwhelmed!”

Before they could come up with a solution, a soldier came stumbling by with their desperate report. Natessa scowled. “Azura, take your people and see what’s going on.”

“Right away.” She hopped off her seat and quickly left the chamber. Her unit was called on for quick responses, so she had them activated and in the middle of the fray in short order.

“Sure enough, more monsters!” Azura arrived to find several different monsters attacking the southern section of the city in unison.

One type were bird-like monsters attacking from above. They were able to split apart as though they were made of building blocks. Afterwards, they could combine with others, meaning that even if they were shot apart, they could attach themselves to allies and keep fighting.

There was another type that was made of fluid, which was toxic and could slither into any opening no matter how small. No defenses kept them out, and without any evident weakness, they were very difficult to deal with.

Generally speaking, none of these monsters were frighteningly strong, but hesitation and chaos were lethal. It was hard to beat off these monsters without suffering some casualties. First to respond were the Greenland forces garrisoned in the area. All the defenses were engaged, and they were firing into the hordes with their eboncrys weapons, but monsters were still getting through.

“Pigblossom, Ironspike. On me!”

Seeing the situation, Azura didn’t take it lightly. She ordered her troops to move in. Luckily, a psionic tower was nearby, providing limitless mental energy and increasing the strength of every Awakened in range.

The battlefield was alight with sparks of fire and shards of ice. Azura fished out a crimson fan and flicked it towards one of the liquid-creatures. Several fierce torrents of fire belched forth and devoured the monster, turning its body to vapor.

Incredible that one so young should command such power!

Azura’s support was timely, but there were too many of these monsters, and their numbers kept growing. Other species started to appear, adding to the complexity of the situation. Even a small number increased the threat to this section of the city.

Considering only strength, Undercity’s defenses were very capable. The problem was the variety of enemies made it difficult to keep everything out. Defeating an army wasn’t hard. It was fighting everything off without letting any through that was challenging. There were thousands of them coming from the land and air, so keeping them out was far easier said than done.

“Shit, we can’t hold them.”

As the saying went, those who rely only on defense were destined to lose. Several bat-like creatures wrapped in black mist managed to slip through the shields and made a beeline for the residential area. By the time people recognized the threat, it was already too late.

Suddenly, a power erupted among the bats, blasting them to pieces.

“More backup?”

They thought Natessa had come to help, but for the time being, they couldn’t see clearly enough to know for certain. One after another, powerful beams of energy were fired against the beasts. They had nowhere to hide, and so as the attacks appeared from thin air, they were consumed in earthshaking explosions.

At some unknown point, figures in black armor with scarlet eyes had appeared in the streets and on rooftops. No one could see much detail, but there was one who bore an unmistakable and stifling presence.

The comparatively small figure hovered above the field. Azura looked up, her eyes filled with recognition. “Teacher!”

“That’s Leader Cloudhawk?”

Only Cloudhawk’s mysterious spatial powers could bring reinforcements here so quickly. But who were these other dark figures with him?

“They’re demons!”

Many defenders were Elysians, a number of them demon hunters. Only a handful of demon hunters had ever encountered a real demon, but they were very familiar with the features of their ancient foes. It was the most basic requirement of their order to be able to recognize evil.

So many of them. Where had this frightful legion come from?

Cloudhawk looked down from on high, delivering orders. “Clear the area. Nothing survives.”

Legion relayed the order to the others through his mental link. Seconds later, thousands of shadows descended like a wave on the monsters. How frightening was the might of several thousand demons? More than any ordinary human could fathom.

Had Cloudhawk brought them all here? That must mean he really was the Demon King now, able to call on the terrible power of the demons to do his bidding. With their help, the threat was quickly eliminated.

When she looked at her teacher, Azura’s heart filled with adoration. Who other than her teacher could command demons? Even these mighty creatures bent before him. Was there anything he couldn’t do?

She wasn’t alone in her joy. The demons’ sudden arrival gave people hope. If Cloudhawk could call on the demons to aid them, maybe he really could defeat the gods.

After delivering the southern district from danger, Cloudhawk spent a brief moment with Azura, making sure she was doing well. He then left to speak with the one in charge of Undercity, Natessa.

“You’ve taken control of Gehenna?” When she heard the news, Natessa was somewhat surprised.

Cloudhawk had no reason to keep the truth from her. “Citizens of Gehenna will begin to arrive here in Undercity. You must keep them safe and maintain order. I will be leaving a contingent of demons here to help you.”

Demons? That certainly solved their problem! According to old traditions, a human able to single-handedly beat a demon earned the title of Master Demon Hunter. Cloudhawk casually promised her a group of them as though they were ordinary guards.

Natessa was astonished at how far he’d come, how quickly his power had exploded. It really seemed like the battle was just beginning.

Cloudhawk suspected the gods would launch the next phase of their invasion soon. He had summoned the power of Gehenna just in time.


4 / Crisis Strikes Anew


Cloudhawk led his troop of demons from Gehenna. Meanwhile, the surface of the moon had gradually returned to calm. Of course, this was the calm before the storm.

The mental energy of a thousand gods was condensed and contained within the Abyssal God’s body. Enough to shear off huge chunks of the planet. It was beyond the physical limitations of most living things.

The Marshal’s power was simple: devour and release. The Abyssal God gathered energy, then released it as needed during combat. It was also able to use mental energy to spawn an all-consuming black hole.

Its power was nearly enough to rip a planet apart, a living calamity that would spell the end to anything it encountered.

It was time. “Begin the invasion.”

After giving the order, the Abyssal God’s blazing form slowly rose and headed towards its target. Behind it were thousands of soldiers, creatures from Sumeru and devastating weapons. The entire vanguard was mobilized.

Thousands of figures floated through the darkness of space, picking up speed as they headed for Earth. Out here, they all looked the same – like robots built off an assembly line. Their race actively destroyed individuality.

Highly uniform. Highly organized.

Every god operated with the confidence that theirs was the greatest race in the universe. Under the God King’s ministrations, every star system they conquered enjoyed decades of peace. Gods looked at other races the same way humans looked at lesser beasts of their own planet. As the peak of the evolutionary chain, other beings were fundamentally below them.

Humans were no exception. There was only one very special individual that earned Sumeru’s direct attention.

Although the gods didn’t understand why they were expending so much effort in pursuing this man, the God King’s will assured them it was a worthy cause. As the greatest being in this universe, the God King’s will was absolute. It stated their purpose, and they obeyed.

No one questioned the God King. They were fingers, bound to obey the brain.

Gods were fast. In less than six hours, they reached Earth’s atmosphere. Like shooting stars, they streaked through the sky and impacted with earthshaking force. The Marshal, however, rapidly slowed to a stop before impact. It hovered in the air as energy poured off its body. It was so intense that the air ignited for hundreds of meters all around. A world of fire surrounded the vanguard’s leader, portions of it hotter than the surface of the sun.

No living thing could survive such a blaze.

Incredible, frightening power continued to pour from the Abyssal God. If it’d just struck the ground like the others, it would have spawned an explosion equal to a few large-sized bombs. And yet, this power set the atmosphere ablaze.

Moments later, the explosive quality shifted. Everything started to shrink back towards the god. All the fires were sucked in by its inexplicable power.

Together with the gods, many other creatures made landfall. Among them were octopus-like things whose bodies were a fluid collection of a mercury-like substance. Hundreds of them milled around, each roughly the size of a small hill. Odd light hung around them.

Obeying the commands from their masters, the metallic creatures led the way towards Greenland. When they reached the boundary, these creatures unfurled their tentacles and pressed them against the barrier.

One could feel the suction force coming from the creatures. Their tentacles were like straws, hungrily slurping power from Greenland’s shields. At the same time, lunar weapons were taking aim. When they fired, streaks of blinding energy came crashing down from thousands of kilometers away. The earth shook and the sky trembled when they impacted the shields – shields that had not yet fully recovered from the fury of Chaos.

In such a weakened state, an attack like this was crushing. However, it was the liquid octopuses that were the most frightening. They stuck to the boundary like leeches, drawing out energy and using it to replicate. One became two, two became four, and so on.

With the power of the barrier, they multiplied rapidly. Newly formed creatures immediately attached themselves to the barrier and continued the process. In less than ten minutes, there were thousands of them, covering a vast swath of Greenland’s defenses.

It was all part of the calculated plan of the gods. Chaos forced half of the humans’ defenses to fail and damaged their mountain of Source. Their precious barrier was rendered unstable. From above, they barraged the shields with their weapons to force a quicker depletion of its energy. At the same time, the octopus creatures siphoned what remained, thinning it until a breach appeared.

Their plan was proving effective. As the seconds ticked by, the barrier began to fade.

The Southern Capital was in disarray. Alarms wailed from the moment the gods pierced the atmosphere. But what were they supposed to do to stop them? There were too many, more than they were prepared for. If the Abyssal God and his forces broke through, the consequences would be too terrible to contemplate.


5 / Breaking the Barrier


The Southern Wastes were warned in advance, but even with a head start, they were too slow in reacting.

Selene raced to the barrier with an army of Eternals. Hellflower was close behind with mechanized units form Ark Base. Dozens of Greenland’s strongest were gathered for the conflict. What they saw when they arrived shook them to their cores.

The towering boundary shield was covered as far as the eye could see with liquid bodies. Tens of thousands of them, writhing sickeningly against the shield. The scale of it was dizzying. Even as they watched, the slurping figures split into copies, making the boundary look like an enormous, amorphous stained-glass mural.

Sumeru’s eight-armed monstrosities were bio-engineered tools. They stole energy and used it to strengthen themselves, expressly designed for the purpose of breaking barriers like this. At the rate they were reproducing, there would be millions of them in just a few minutes. Simultaneously, the barrier was under intense fire from the gods themselves. How were they going to defend against this unending siege? It was only a matter of time before Greenland was exposed.

The realm’s defenses were powered by Source. The humans were blessed with a mountain of the stuff, but there was an upper limit to what could be provided at any given time. When the rate of loss exceeded the rate of gain, the barrier would fail. Simple logic.

“This is a problem.” Phain looked over the scene at Selene’s side. “Divine forces are likely waiting at the rear.”

“Not likely, certain.” The Shepherd God was scowling at the wall of creatures. “I can feel them. This is a full invasion, so if our defenses fail even for a few seconds, it’s all the time they need to push through.”

Hellflower quickly added, “We can’t hold. If we don’t do something, we’re done for.”

“We must hold, especially if we can’t afford not to. We fight for every minute until Cloudhawk returns.” Selene sat tall upon her divine beast. She drew forth Sublime Transcendence and, thrusting it toward her foes, shouted, “Attack! Destroy the monsters on the barriers first!”

The soldiers all looked at one another.

Hellflower made a motion as though she understood before pulling on a metal gauntlet. Her slender figures quickly tapped at buttons on its surface. “I’ve activated the Cerebroid. Time to see what these robots can do. They’ll show us what it’s like out there.”

Hellflower’s “Cerebroid” was the robot with a fragment of Father’s AI installed. It didn’t have all the capabilities of the original, but it was an extraordinary computational machine. Cerebroids were unparalleled in their ability to collect and analyze data.

“Targets recognized.”

“Targets locked.”

“Soldiers activated. Beginning attack protocol.”

All the robots lurched into motion as one unit. Rocket boosters flung them into the air where, like a massive swarm of metallic bees, they arrayed themselves in attack formation. Wordlessly, they pressed forward.

Compared to the octopus creatures, the combat droids from Ark Base were about as sturdy. However, where they had an advantage was with the high-powered laser weapons that were installed. As a unit, their laser salvos blotted out the sky, as quick and dense as a sudden tempest.

Selene watched, her face painted in hues of red as the robots attacked. Their streaks of high-energy light weren’t much to look at, but they were remarkably accurate. Ark Base’s war machines were incredible to watch.

Each laser burned at high temperatures, enough to burn holes in alloy armor. When they struck the creatures, they raked across their liquid bodies, leaving gaping wounds. Each could only suffer a couple of shots before collapsing, dead.

A group of robots passed through the barrier to engage their foes. However, the moment they passed through, they lost connection.

“Boss, look.” Hellflower raised her hand. A small screen on the device projected an image – the robots that had flown beyond the barrier. A recording of figures behind the monsters was visible before the feed was cut. Gods, and leading them was a figure wrapped in blinding light.

“That’s the Abyssal God. It leads them personally.” Selene identified their enemies. “We still don’t know what it’s capable of. Send the Eternals. We can’t risk anyone dying.”

At her order, the Eternals division set out. These were beings created from Belial’s blood and sweat over hundreds of years. Before their demise, many used to be capable demon hunters. With considerable numbers, these undying warriors were not a force to be discounted.

Until the Black Heart of Belial was destroyed, these soldiers would fight.

Their first assault destroyed many of the silver creatures. Selene’s efforts would not eliminate them, but at least she was buying them time. If they kept this up, they should be able to hold until Cloudhawk came back with reinforcements. That was, unless the gods unveiled some new way to torture them.

From the other side of the barrier, the gods saw that their prey were putting up a respectable defense. Rapid communication crackled through the Divine Matrix. The Abyssal God moved away from the others, extending its arms upward and pressing down.

Suddenly, there was an intense pressure as the god’s energy influenced gravity. A fist-sized orb of darkness appeared. Space around it collapsed towards a hidden center. With the ministrations of the divine Marshal, it began to expand.

Moments later, a pocket of moving darkness, several dozens of meters in diameter, floated up to the mass of creatures. It was a perfect sphere, unusual in the absolute black of its surface. However, it wasn’t black, but rather the total absence of light. It was a black hole.

Contrary to what one would think, though, while space rippled eerily around the orb, it did not have an intense gravitational pull. Little by little, at the Abyssal God’s direction, it moved forward like a ball of iron, slow but inevitable.

Once it reached the barrier, that’s when the black hole’s event horizon became active. Octopus monsters too close to it were sucked in. Even Greenland’s rigid barrier bowed towards the orb. Selene and the humans watched their shield bulge outward. Cracks started to form at the edges, and with the monsters still feeding hungrily, there was no more energy left to repair them.

“Fuck, they’re going to break through!”

Hellflower frantically summoned the robots towards the inevitable breach. However, a crushing field of gravity hung over the area, causing the robots to be ripped from the air. When they hit the ground, they broke apart into piles of scrap.

Selene’s face darkened as she wrapped her fingers around the hilt of Sublime Transcendence. “Fight!”


6 / Might of the Abyssal God


Greenland’s energy shield warped and cracked. Its collapse could come at any moment.

Woe underlied Selene’s beautiful, aloof facade. Their enemies were stronger than they were prepared to face. She didn’t know if Cloudhawk felt the danger, if he knew that they were in over their heads.

But however small their chances, giving up wasn’t in Selene’s nature. She might not be able to stop the invasion, but she could slow them down as much as possible. Her forces were no threat to the gods, but that didn’t mean they were useless.

The sound of shattered glass. Selene watched as the humming black orb forced its way through the barrier. Like a giant buckshot, it was embedded halfway through. As the black hole breached the shield, it also swallowed up all the surrounding energy, growing in size and preventing the barrier from repairing.

“Stop them!”

Selene would not lead from the back. She spurred Anima into action, and the two charged forward. Silver light radiated as her right eye sparked to life. Surveying the milieu, she knew that if the orb was allowed to keep growing, it would become unstoppable. At that point, thousands of divine soldiers would pour through.

Their enemies were too strong. Even with the best fighters available to her, Selene’s unit could only slow the inevitable. How long? She feared that against several thousand soldiers, the answer was not very long.

“Look out! This is one of the Abyssal God’s tricks!” Autumn shouted her warning, racing up to Selene’s side astride a dragon. Her crystal flute was already at her lips, filling the air with flows of energy.

A woman in white upon her white beast. Another in green, carried by a green dragon. They were as beautiful and striking as they were inspiring.

Frost de Winter’s face turned hard. Mental power flooded into Ashfall, it’s fierce edge keen enough to cut space. Phoenix was already in the air among a storm of flames. She raced towards the orb.

Pelagius, Gorman, Phain, Bruno… these men wielded power equal to a Supreme, strong enough that even the gods dared not underestimate them. After all, these were some of the strongest fighters of the human race.

From behind, Hellflower was working with the Cerebroid to control their robots. Thousands of them broke away from the free-for-all combat and turned their laser weapons onto the orb. Streaks of sizzling red came crashing down with lethal power.

If they could force the black hole to collapse, they could delay the invasion!

The pitch-black orb was not a true black hole. Under the sudden and intense assault, it grew unstable, even showing signs of imminent collapse. From the other side of the barrier, the gods naturally saw this happening.

The Abyssal God threw itself forward into the heart of the orb. An even more intense gravitational field spread forth, swallowing up all the lasers. With the god’s support, the orb stabilized and continued to grow.

From within the darkness, the Abyssal God extended a hand, or more specifically, a finger.

Selene’s pupil shrank when she saw what was to come. “Retreat!” she yelled.

The words barely left her lips before a storm of catastrophic energy erupted from the god’s finger! It was all the power of a nuclear bomb condensed into a beam. Everything in its path evaporated. The human attackers scrambled to safety, and nearly half of their war droids and Eternals were lost in an instant.

Despite their strength, despite the Eye of Time giving them foresight, they were being forced back like they were children. Selene had saved them from instant destruction, but the close brush with death instilled fear in her soldiers.

“Well, that was a dramatic demonstration!” Hellflower was weaker than her compatriots and so remained in the back with her shields prepared. The moment that storm of energy was released, she’d been blown away like a leaf in a hurricane. Picking herself up off the ground, she was bleeding from several wounds. “How much energy is in that thing?”

With one finger, the Abyssal God had forced them all back. It now stepped out of the orb on the other side of the barrier, surrounded by rippling flows of space-time as gravity went haywire.

This was trouble – it had passed through their shield!

The Abyssal God’s towering, blazing form now stood before them. Everyone felt the pressure crushing them, making it hard to breathe. What they were facing wasn’t a living thing – it was an agent of destruction. Like the black hole it summoned, this monster was here to devour everything.

It was a strange, contradictory sense.

However, they didn’t dwell on it. Selene, Autumn, Frost, and Phoenix threw themselves at the Marshal. Two dazzling streaks of sword light, the biting thrust of a spear, and vaporizing fires all fell upon the god in unison.

“Trivial insects!”

The Abyssal God didn’t move a muscle, taking the attacks without fear. The streaks of white and green from its enemies twisted as they drew near. The fires were flung to the side, and Frost’s spear was deflected.

Four threads of varying energy gathered together in the Marshal’s palm. At first, the coalescing power was the size of a cow, but it very quickly shrank to the size of a ping pong ball.

“What the hell?” Phoenix growled. She was confident in her powers and thought she could stand toe-to-toe with the Marshal, but she was wrong. The power of the four who attacked had been stolen by their foe and collected into this ball.

The Abyssal God addressed the humans with a flat, emotionless tone. “You can have it back.”

It flicked its finger. The small ball of energy darted out and burst, enveloping the four humans. They all defended themselves, but the blow knocked them all at least fifty meters away and caused some damage.

Selene gritted her teeth. “So this is the power of a Marshal...”

The Abyssal God was aloof and domineering, almost like another God King. It enjoyed elevated status among its species and for good reason. The power at its literal fingertips was terrifying to behold.

By what they could tell, their enemy’s power was in manipulating energy. It was able to devour all manner of energy, condense it, release it as an attack, or perform who knew what other kind of transformation. The god was much stronger than Selene and the others. Their attacks caused it no harm. Instead, it snatched their attacks from the air and turned the humans’ own power against them.

Selene speculated that if they wanted to injure the god, their power had to exceed a certain threshold. How much energy the god was able to steal was determined by its mental power, as everything was. There was no denying it was powerful, but there were always limits. Perhaps together, they could overwhelm their foe.

But it was easier said than done. This was a stronger god than they’d ever encountered before! The Abyssal God was as powerful as the greatest elders of the demons. Any demon less than the Second Seal was no match.

Raising its hands anew, the Abyssal God splayed its fingers. Raging energy was released, but tightly controlled by the god’s will. The explosion roared in place, squeezing into an ever-shrinking space until a small blazing star hovered before the Abyssal God.

Indeed, it was a star. While only roughly the size of a soccer ball, solar eruptions danced across its surface, and the raging energy was like a barely contained supernova.

Galvanizing the hundreds of attacks it swallowed before the invasion, the Abyssal God summoned a power these humans could hardly fathom. A small portion of it created this tiny star, which, once released, would flatten everything in the surrounding area.

A bomb, waiting to detonate at the whim of their enemy. Escape was not possible.


7 / Captured


The small sun formed by the Abyssal God had reached a tipping point. With a heave, it threw the orb forward. Originally the size of a basketball, after leaving the god’s control, it quickly inflated to the size of a water vat and continued to swell.

Harsh light blanketed everything and was growing brighter by the second. Flares dancing across the sun’s surface were tongues of blinding fire. Intense heat incinerated large swaths of the landscape. Soon, the barely contained power would be released.

Grim acceptance of their deaths was setting in. But just in that moment, that light and heat just… stopped.

The city-destroying star ceased to exist, vanishing entirely from view. In its place was a crackling splinter in reality. Light poured from it like a portal into the heart of a sun.

It was a tear in space. Only one person they knew of could do this. Had Cloudhawk finally returned?

Selene deflated, as though a heavy load had been lifted from her shoulders. He’d come in the nick of time!

The Abyssal God could sense Cloudhawk’s arrival. From the tear in space, a deluge of fiery power was released. The terrifying energy was all directed towards the Marshal. It was the god’s own star, finally detonated.

A portion of it forced its way through the rift and slammed into the god. It was caught unprepared, so when the energy hit it, the god was sent reeling. The Abyssal God quickly raised a hand, and much of the offending energy was drawn into its palm. Space around its body began to crack like glass.

Cloudhawk again.

The Marshal could feel space collapsing around it, a strange power that was trying to fling it into another dimension. This time, however, it was prepared. As space began to crack apart, the Abyssal God released another torrent of power. Such an intense concentration scoured the area and forced the unstable spatial flows to settle.

Cloudhawk’s attempt to teleport the Abyssal God away was foiled. This enemy knew his tricks; the higher the energy intensity in an area, the harder and more draining it was to teleport anything. His enemy wielded obscene power, so much that even the Demon King’s abilities were overcome. With just a brief moment to react, the Abyssal God was able to make the correct decision.

The Marshal felt Cloudhawk’s presence behind it. In one fluid motion, it turned and punched at the Demon King. Simple though it seemed, with just one one-thousandth of the power contained inside it, the god’s punch could level a mountain range. Nothing could suffer such a blow and live.

Such were the god’s attacks: simple, direct, ruthless, unavoidable.

However, as it extended into the punch, the Abyssal God sensed something wasn’t right. It felt like it was punching into a cloth bag. All its strength was taken away.

“This is… the subspace cube!”

The god’s eyes were fixed on its fist which had disappeared into a glowing box nearly up to the elbow. At that moment, it knew what Cloudhawk had done.

This was the human’s plan, to capture it inside the pocket dimension. Once trapped inside, all of its world-destroying power meant nothing, for it would cause the real world no harm.

Underestimating the cube was foolish. The former Demon King had plans to use it against the God King. If such a tool was designed for use against a being like the God King, what hope of escape did the Abyssal God have?

Encountering the cube was not part of its predictions. However, despite the intense vacuum it felt from the relic, the Abyssal God fought back. With the help of the extreme forces contained within it, the Marshal slowly began pulling its arm free.

The new Demon King was mighty, but trapping the humanoid weapon of planetary destruction that was the Abyssal God would not be easy. Cloudhawk could not teleport it away or trap it in his pocket dimension. At least, the god was confident of this fact.

But, in the midst of this struggle and upon pulling its arm free, something unexpected occurred. A ripple in space appeared overhead, from which a ferocious demon was spat forth.

Ordinary demons were not a concern for the Abyssal God, but a mere glance told the god this creature wasn’t ordinary. Its features were recognizable and telling. The one gleaming eye and its many pupils belonged to only one of those fiends.

It was the Elder of the Third Seal – Korath! None of its intelligence suggested his presence among the humans.

As Third Seal, while Korath was not as strong as the Abyssal God, he was by no means an easy adversary. The threat he posed was heightened by the state the Marshal found itself in. So, it moved quickly, using the arm not trapped in the cube to punch at Korath. But in that exact moment, a light gleamed in the elder’s single eye, releasing a formless energy that wrapped the god up.

All at once, the storm of energy inside the Abyssal God was sealed away.

By some infernal means, Korath had deprived the Abyssal God of its energy. It would last only a moment, but in a fight of this level, a moment was enough.

Cloudhawk attacked again.

The Marshal’s right arm was still stuck in the cube. It struggled against Cloudhawk’s trap and Korath’s seal, but the two together were more than it could handle. Neither the Demon King nor his Third Seal was a pushover.

Selene came to recognize what was happening. A streak of holy light crashed into the god’s body from Sublime Transcendence. This time, not all of it was swallowed up, and it instead forced the Abyssal God to stumble. No wound was suffered, but by forcing it off balance, Selene pushed their foe wholly into Cloudhawk’s cube.

Her face lit up. Success!

The Abyssal God was caught in Cloudhawk’s pocket dimension. Now trapped inside, none of its frightening power was a threat anymore. She thought that Cloudhawk must have known about what was happening but had been waiting for the right moment.

A familiar silhouette appeared. Dark armor, a hideous mask, salt-and-pepper hair…

The Demon King Cloudhawk held the glowing cube in his hand. It trembled and shook, made unstable by the intensity of power trapped inside trying to break free. Yet try as it might, the Abyssal God could not force its way out of captivity.

This was how the great Marshal of Sumeru’s forces was captured.

The black orb lodged within Greenland’s barrier began to shrink until it was no more. Although the Abyssal God was defeated, a breach remained in their shields, which the gods were more than fast enough to exploit.

Cloudhawk extended the cube and used it to plug the hole. Once in place, it dissolved into a ray of light and slipped into the subspace dimension as well.


8 / Dilemma


The Abyssal God found itself trapped in a small area, no more than a thousand square meters. Four walls, a roof, and a ceiling. Featureless, white, with no way out. It was one of many identical cubes in this pocket dimension. After Cloudhawk’s sneak attack, the Marshal found itself caught.

Although it was a blank slate, at least this portion of the cube was stable. Disrupting the spatial flows was easier here, but destroying it completely was not. The Abyssal God wielded tremendous power, but its spatial talent was geared toward compression of energy rather than teleportation. Only someone with transference abilities like Cloudhawk’s could escape easily.

Breaking out? Not easy! But the Abyssal God was not flustered. Its species was known for cold, calculating logic in all circumstances. Firstly, dozens of black orbs sprang to life at the Abyssal God’s behest.

These were exactly the same as the orb it used to defeat Greenland’s shield. Not true black holes, but they still possessed strong gravitational pulls. In the instant they reached their target, every orb would drink in whatever energy was available and start to grow.

The Marshal gently stretched out its arms. In response, the orbs spread through the area and pressed against the walls. It wasn’t just ordinary energy these orbs drank up, but spatial energy as well. Soon after they stuck to the walls, cracks began to appear.

This place was a little piece of another dimension inserted into reality. If it was destroyed, the Abyssal God would be spat back out into the world. So while the orbs did their work, its eyes gleamed with a burning light. Beams of luminescence carved through space, causing even the sturdy barriers of this dimension to tremble.

Crrrrrack!

Fissures appeared on the walls. They spread quickly until spiderwebs of cracks covered every inch of space. As the Abyssal God’s power filled the room, everything started to fracture. But as pieces of the walls started to fall away, the god was confronted with an unexpected scene. Its anticipated escape was foiled since on the other side of the walls was another chamber, similarly featureless but larger.

More precisely, this interspatial prison was a series of subspaces nestled inside one another, each one existing independently from the rest. They were connected, however, constituting a complex array of cube-like building blocks.

Destroying the chamber was easier than the Abyssal God thought – but it was one small part of this place. Obviously, defeating the entire dimension would be much harder. But that wasn’t all. Within each cube, there were a number of demons. Hundreds upon thousands of them, as far as the Marshal could see.

They were placed here, prepared for this moment. Somehow, Cloudhawk had planned this confrontation, expertly setting a trap. Surrounded by demons, the Abyssal God’s escape was presented with another obstacle.

The current circumstances were poor, so the god determined that drastic measures were necessary. Two beams of power were released from its hands, ten times more powerful than before. It punched through the barrier and into the hordes of demons beyond.

Boom-boom-boom! A series of explosions followed.

The beams detonated before the demons – but not among them. An invisible barrier of spatial energy cracked under the Abyssal God’s power but did not shatter. Another shield!

The demons were all in different sections of this dimension. Cloudhawk had prepared by turning all the barriers transparent. However, invisible did not mean nonexistent, so the god’s efforts were all for naught.

It prepared to attack again, determined to shatter the already weakened walls. Only, at that moment, an invisible power flooded the area. Each cube began to shift and rearrange, preventing the Marshal from focusing all of its strength on one area. When everything was in constant flux, there was no way for the Abyssal God to break out of its prison or attack the demons locked in here with it.

However, the demons were not prisoners.

A hurricane of attacks came from all directions. Most were sucked up by the Abyssal God, but it was too much. Enough got through the god’s natural defenses to begin causing damage. Even a god as powerful as the Marshal couldn’t face thousands of demons alone. What’s more, a number of elders hid among the lesser fiends. This was their territory, a dimension that worked to their benefit.

However, that was not to say the Abyssal God was helpless. If the demons wanted to attack, they had to lower the barriers between sections of this subspace. In other words, they were exposed in the moment they attacked – that was when the Abyssal God could fight back. Piece by piece, it could eliminate the demons and conquer their sections.

At that moment, the Marshal sensed two demonic soldiers preparing their next attack. This time, it was ready, so at just the right moment, the Abyssal God charged forward.

The demons were caught off guard by the brazen offense.

Dual beams of light fired from the god’s eyes and blasted the demons to pieces. Then, with the speed and intensity of a jet craft, it punched through into the next section.

Cloudhawk’s subspace dimension was complex, but there was a limit to how intricate it could be. With some thought, escape was possible. At least, so the god believed. However, its assumptions were too simple. Behind the scenes, Cloudhawk was manipulating reality however he liked. As the Abyssal God prepared to continue its rampage, the cubes all shifted again. The section it now occupied became the center once more.

Beyond all doubt, from the moment the Abyssal God was caught in this demon-infested trap, escape was improbable.

In the midst of all this, Third Seal Korath appeared among the demonic soldiers. Power from his eye pierced two cubes and slammed into the god’s body, once again sealing its energy. This meant defenses too, so those attacks that reached the Abyssal God hit much harder.

Signs of damage appeared on the armor of this invincible Sumeran general. If it didn’t find a way to turn the tables, the Abyssal God would perish. No solution was immediately obvious.

Cloudhawk was using his spatial powers to hide somewhere in this place, incessantly changing the battlefield. Meanwhile, thousands of demons hid in hundreds of cubes, all attacking their target nestled in the center of a killing field.

A lesser god would have been eliminated already. The Marshal was fighting a demon army single-handedly and finding it very difficult to fight back. Thus, it tried to reach out to its troops, looking for aid – only to find this impossible. The odd way that space and time worked in this place prevented the god from reaching its allies in a short time.

The Marshal was alone, with its hands tied. It could not fathom any way to free itself from this execution chamber.


9 / The Marshal's Judgment


Several successive attempts to escape had failed. The Abyssal God was peppered with injuries, its armor failing. If it didn’t do something soon, the god would die here.

But the dimensional prison was impossible to escape!

The chamber it was caught in could be destroyed, but the god couldn’t shatter the whole dimension. Cloudhawk’s subspace cube was a collection of layers, all connected together. Breaking through one only revealed the next, forming a constantly shifting and unbreakable fortress.

Each of the cube-shaped pockets of this place could exist individually or connect together – a massive, changeable honeycomb. All of the Abyssal God’s power meant nothing when the enemy he fought was reality itself.

Even in the face of this desperate situation, Sumeru’s Marshal remained calm. Seeing that its efforts have accomplished nothing, the god stopped trying to fight back. Different methods were needed in light of unique circumstances.

The Abyssal God’s immense mental power was released into the space. The air warped and twisted as everything in the near vicinity was pulled inward. The fabric of space began to frantically collapse around the god.

With the naked eye, one could see the thousand-meter square section begin to fall in on itself. The violent compression affected everything, causing the constantly shifting cubes to freeze in place.

“It’s going to try and destroy everything!”

Once they knew what the god was planning, the many demons felt shock and alarm. With no deliberation or fear, the Marshal decided to sacrifice itself to kill them all. It was as though the god held no regard for its own life.

Few beings with power like the Abyssal God existed in Sumeru. It was one of their most elite leaders, the left hand of the God King! Logic dictated that such a creature should live as long as possible, providing its strength and knowledge to the collective. The benefits of its continued existence should outweigh any benefits of death at this moment.

But the Marshal was a god, and like others of its species, it did not put worth on its own life. Every decision, especially in combat, was done with the emotionless calculation of a machine. Every choice was in service of its overriding purpose.

When to fight, when to retreat, when to burn bridges, when to go for the kill: Everything was performed as ordered without hesitation.

The god determined that there was only a ten percent chance of escape. Successfully fleeing preserved its life, but the chances of failure – and thus wasting any opportunity to punish the demons – were unacceptable.

On the other hand, if it focused its energy on bringing everything down instead of escaping, its chance of succeeding rose to fifty percent. If this dimension was eliminated, it would take every living thing in here with it. The Abyssal God would die either way.

Most creatures would fight tooth-and-nail to survive, even if the chances were one in a million. The Abyssal God was not constrained by instinct. Cold deliberation helped it see that being stuck in here with these fiends could be turned to its species’ advantage.

There were two to three thousand demons in here. To that defeated race, these were stunning numbers. If they were destroyed in the course of this fight, it would be a catastrophe. It was the Abyssal God’s judgment that its own life was worth obliterating the demonic hordes. A fine trade, for as a Supreme, what goal was more important than the destruction of demons?

As for its own demise, it was not a concern worth fixating on. Gods did not consider their own lives separate from the species. It was a secondary matter at best. So if it was to die, then so be it. Nothing more than being reformatted and rebooted.

So, with its decision made, the Abyssal God launched its final gambit. Its body became the power source for a black hole that bent the flows of space-time. So intense was the gravitational force that no light or energy could escape from it.

Panic set in among the demons. None had experience fighting the Abyssal God, but they could sense the growing danger. The orb it summoned was similar to a true black hole, and though small, it was still capable of warping space.

The god was swallowed up by its own creation. What was a small orb swelled and grew stronger, becoming even more similar to a real black hole. It shattered the spatial cube the orb was contained within. Other sections nearby also began to be affected, frozen in place while those closer to the center were dragged towards it.

Cracks appeared in every section. If this continued, everything would fall apart. Without structure, the fragments would be quickly devoured by the black hole. If even the weave of space was shattered, what would happen to the creatures inside? Popped like a soap bubble. If even the air exploded, where could they flee?

These demons, fresh from Gehenna, hadn’t even had a proper breath of free air. Now, they faced destruction in another pocket dimension, at the hands of a hateful god.

“What should we do?”

“There’s no escape!”

They found themselves enveloped in the draw of the black hole. Fear mixed with dismay that this should be their end.

Cloudhawk never stopped manipulating his realm. He saw what was happening in the center, and when he sensed that the Abyssal God was committed to its suicidal plan, he acted. “Korath, can you stop the black hole?”

The Third Seal was a powerful creature. With its eye, the elder could sever a target’s connection to any sort of energy. So long as a victim was in his line of sight, they were silenced. Mental strength was useless. This was how Korath sealed Crokel and how he restrained the mighty Abyssal God.

The many pupils within the elder’s eyes dilated for a moment. “If it were living, I would have no problem. The god’s body has already evaporated into the orb. There’s too much power inside and nothing to focus on. I cannot stop it.”

“Then seal off the surrounding space, keeping the influence of the black hole to a minimum. Leave it to me.”

Light poured from Korath’s eye. One beam split into dozens, each piercing the void surrounding the singularity. Energy was spat out from the void, stabilizing the area somewhat. However, things were hardly going smoothly. Once space started to collapse in on itself, it was hard to stop.

The best Korath could manage was to pause the process, not reverse it. Cloudhawk teleported towards the black hole to take the next step. Radiant light blanketed his body, but even as a beacon of light, he vanished upon crossing the void’s event horizon.

All the demons stared in disbelief. A few were frightened out of their wits. The Abyssal God’s self-destruction was not contained by these fragments of reality. It was right before them, threatening doom! There was enough power to obliterate a continent. Could anyone – even their mighty King – escape this cataclysm?


10 / Dimensional Detonation


As Cloudhawk neared the black hole, he entered into a strange and warped reality.

Infinitely thin threads of light flowed through the darkness. Cloudhawk’s body stretched, influenced by the intense gravity and making him feel like a string of noodles. The violent forces at play were enough to tear someone apart.

No ordinary living thing could withstand the gravity well that was growing here. Space – even time – was inexplicably drawn to a dark center. Anything, regardless of its strength or vitality, was doomed to destruction upon crossing the event horizon.

“This is what the flows of time and space feel like...”

Cloudhawk hovered on the edge of the horizon. Rather than rush into danger, he held back, regarding the situation. Only in this extreme environment could he see as well as sense the flows of space-time. The phenomenon was a rare situation, one he could capitalize on.

His unique and peerless talent gave him dominion over the flows of space. But through it, he also had some influence over time. Most importantly, he could wield this power with his mind alone.

No relics were needed. As long as Cloudhawk understood the essence of what he was trying to control, his innate powers could be galvanized to make it happen. Of course, this was a dangerous process. The orb before him might not have been a real black hole, but it still possessed a ravenous hunger to devour everything. If this had appeared on the surface of the earth instead of this pocket dimension, nothing within thousands of kilometers would be safe. The destruction would have been irreversible.

Standing on the edge of its strongest flows, Cloudhawk watched reality collapse into the orb. He was unaffected, existing in a place between dimensions. The phase stone set within his chest constantly released blooming power, creating a buffer of spatial energy around him.

In this solar system, in this galaxy, Cloudhawk was probably the only thing that could stand at the edge of a black hole and live. However, he was able to do this because of Korath’s help. The Third Seal’s special powers interfered with the laws of physics. His disruption influenced the flows of time and space in the area.

For instance, he could change the characteristics of light in a given area. His power could adjust the value of Planck’s constant, change the four fundamental forces, and more. Where his sight rested became a place separate from the rest of reality. Inside, the rules bent to his will.

Through this power, Korath’s eye could freeze intense flows of energy. He could stop an explosion mid-blast or neutralize weapons. This extended to sealing off relics as a focus for mental power.

However, as incredible as this power sounded, it was not without limits. The more energy was contained in an area, the more effort it took to alter physics. It was nothing short of extraordinary that the elder was able to restrict the force of the Abyssal God’s black hole at all.

He wouldn’t be able to hold it for long. If Cloudhawk didn’t solve this problem soon, they would all be in mortal danger. This frail, temporary dimension was not sturdy enough to survive the black hole. Unchecked, it would swallow this place and everything in it. The limit to what it could sustain was near at hand.

It didn’t take much research for Cloudhawk to conclude this needed to be handled. He raised his hands, and ripples of dimensional power danced in his palms. He created a foil to the black hole’s eternal hunger, a reversal of the flows of space.

But he had to admit that the Marshal was stronger than he was. The black hole devoured everything, a raw display of terrible power. Cloudhawk’s spatial powers alone weren’t enough to stop it.

The concept of space-time fell apart under a black hole’s intense gravity. Cloudhawk couldn’t enter this strange domain any more than he could destroy it. The only way he knew of to combat this power was to try and confront it with something equally as strong.

As the idea was taking form, Cloudhawk’s left eye sparked with silver light. Flows of space and time combined, expanding and rewinding. Two great powers condensed around the black hole, causing space to stabilize as its influence waned.

A temporary equilibrium, but it was enough.

The Abyssal God’s black hole was encased in a bubble of space-time, strong enough to counter it and enforce stability. The unyielding gravity that had drawn everything towards the heart of this dimension was gone.

Korath and the other demons watched in awe. How had their King done it? It wasn’t a true black hole like out in space, but after being bolstered by the life force of Sumeru’s general, it was close. The force of this handcrafted natural disaster was beyond the ability of most to combat.

Cloudhawk deftly split a hole in the weave of space. Isolated in its space-time prison, the black hole slipped into the void. This was how the Demon King saved their lives.

The demons looked at one another. Their King was powerful, inexplicable. It remained to be seen if he had power to match his predecessor, but this human was far craftier. Incredible that this man – with less than ten years of experience wielding psychic power – could perform such incredible feats.

Sumeru’s mighty general had fallen. In exchange, Cloudhawk’s pocket dimension was permanently scarred. A fourth of it had been destroyed, with much of the rest utterly ravaged. Much of this relic’s internal world was damaged. Those areas left standing suffered from collapsing walls and other flaws.

Before the demons recovered from their shock, several more figures appeared in the heart of the cube. Divine soldiers, captured while trying to cross the breach.

After the Abyssal God was captured, Cloudhawk plugged the opening in Greenland’s barrier with his cube. With the orb gone and the path opened, the divine soldiers charged ahead without hesitation. It was clear when they arrived in the subspace dimension that they had not imagined it would be here.

More flies in their web! Dark joy arose in the demons as the unsuspecting gods appeared. With the power of their King on full display, they did not fear these soldiers or their leaders.

Entering the strange reality, the gods were still quick to respond. The object of their ire – Cloudhawk – was nearby, so without a second thought, they launched into an attack. The Demon King’s reaction was to hold out a hand and pinch his fingers. Space crushed in around one of the soldiers, immediately squeezing its invulnerable body into a bloody mass. Cloudhawk then waved his hand, and the compressed space rapidly expanded like an explosion.

The first soldier blew to pieces, and the aftermath killed everything around it as well. Those that survived were briefly stunned. Compressing space? That was their Marshal’s power!

This was a power even the former Demon King could not reproduce. Yet, this human wielded it as expertly as the Abyssal God. However, what they did not realize was that this was completely different. The Abyssal God compressed space into black holes in order to attack. Cloudhawk did the opposite, generating more space among his foes. The power of this quick expansion sundered the body of the gods as though they were made from paper.


11 / Going Home


Spatial compression. Dimensional detonation!

With every wave of his hand, Cloudhawk warped the weave of space-time, forcing it together and then ripping it apart. Not only did this release intense energy, but the threads of space nearby were also affected. A ripple effect of devastation spread through the area, like throwing a stone into a lake.

Unlike ordinary ripples, however, these possessed tremendous destructive power. They moved quickly and could travel through objects, including living flesh. All molecular structures were stretched and squashed by its passage.

Even godly bodies were no exception. Sumeru’s soldiers found themselves in a minefield of spatial explosions. They had no way to protect themselves, so they suffered the ravages of Cloudhawk’s fury with no way to fight back.

The mighty Abyssal God had fallen here. What hope did mere soldiers have?

The subspace cube possessed countless internal “sections”, all under Cloudhawk’s command. He shifted these blocks and the demons inside, confounding the gods and delivering them into the grasp of their enemies. Once trapped within this place, most of the gods were separated from their compatriots. Forced to fight scores of demons on their own, there was no suspense in how it would end.

Even gods, for all their strength and constitution, could not survive in this hell for long. There was no way forward and no means of retreat. Their attacks were feeble, and withdrawal was not an option. All they could do was suffer the ire of their foes and fight back as hard as possible.

The disparity was too great.

Cloudhawk compressed space into a cutting blade and sent it slashing across several sectors. It bit into the gods, cutting them down. Once they were slain, these sectors were free of divine soldiers, but with each subsequent attack, the sectors themselves began failing. After the Abyssal God and the soldiers had poured in, Cloudhawk’s pocket dimension was beginning to fall apart.

His priceless relic was nearing its limit, and perhaps already could never again be used. In sacrificing the subspace cube, Cloudhawk had won them a spectacular victory. One of Sumeru’s strongest marshals and a thousand divine soldiers, erased.

The demons’ losses were kept to the double digits, most of them at the hands of the Abyssal God. As for the soldiers that slipped inside, all their efforts to break free came to naught. If they couldn’t even break out of their prisons, they couldn’t harm their demonic attackers.

Cloudhawk left the pocket dimension. Outside, the battle was raging.

Selene and her team were leading Eternals and Ark Base’s robots against gods that managed to slip through the barrier. Mighty though they were, the humans who rose in defense of their home were formidable.

Sumeru’s vanguard forces numbered only around a thousand by this point, but they still fought with intensity and cohesion despite losing their leader. A single divine soldier could fight off several dozen robots or Eternals. After all these losses, they still managed to have the upper hand.

A gulf existed between the fighting capabilities of the two sides. However, Selene and her warriors were not few in number. She herself could battle three to five soldiers on her own without issue. So while Sumeru’s forces had the advantage, it wasn’t overwhelming.

Once Cloudhawk released the demons from his subspace cube, the tables rapidly turned. The gods were taken aback by the sudden change and were quickly defeated. Not a single one escaped.

“It’s about time you came back.” Selene approached Cloudhawk once the fighting was over.

Cloudhawk looked over his people. Selene, Autumn, and his other stronger lieutenants were not hurt badly. The weaker ones, like Hellflower, had suffered more but were not seriously wounded. He nodded to each in a silent gesture of thanks before looking outward.

Scores of liquid-metal octopuses still clung to the barrier. They thirstily drank up its energy and continued to reproduce. Their numbers were beyond measure now. What conventional means could rid them of these parasites?

It was not an issue for Cloudhawk.

Autumn was supporting Hellflower, helping her stand. The two made their way to his side, but before they could speak, Cloudhawk blinked away.

All that remained on the battlefield were a few thousand demons. Intense and frightening were their presence, filling the humans with disquiet. Gehenna’s secret power had emerged from the shadows. But would these strong and unruly beings actually listen to their King? Could they be trusted to live in harmony with other races under human rule?

“So… where did Cloudhawk go?” Hellflower looked around.

Suddenly, a piercing sound shrieked from overhead, moving quickly. Everyone raised their eyes and felt a powerful energy approaching.

Cloudhawk had wrenched a five-kilometer-wide asteroid from the depths of space. This time, it was different from before, coming from more than a hundred kilometers away beyond the atmosphere. The moment it struck air, the enormous rock burst into flame and began to break apart. By the time it reached their location, the main piece was roughly two kilometers wide. Even still, it possessed as much destructive energy as a nuclear bomb.

A deafening explosion followed.

The asteroid slammed into Greenland’s barrier. Aftershocks were flung out in all directions, powerful enough to cause avalanches in distant mountain ranges. The ground at the shield’s base sank a full ten meters. A million tons of material was flung into the air where it was melted into slag and fell upon the area as a molten rain.

This apocalyptic barrage was focused where the liquid monsters were thickest. In the fiery aftermath, the eight-legged parasites were all destroyed.

In the midst of this violent and incredible display, Cloudhawk reappeared within the barrier. As the furious storm raged outside, he didn’t even turn to look. The world within the shields trembled from it, but was otherwise unscathed.

It certainly spoke to the strength of their barrier! Cloudhawk paid it no mind, but everyone else looked upon his expression of power with stupefied expressions.

After calmly bringing the invasion to an end, the Demon King turned to his attendants. “Legion, Korath.”

The two highest-ranking demon elders presented themselves, silent and respectful, awaiting their King’s command.

“Sumeru’s vanguard built their advance garrison on the moon’s surface. I want you to take the demons there and claim it.”

“As you command.”

Cloudhawk ripped another tear in reality, this one leading to the void of space where he had snatched that meteor. He had placed a marker there, creating an easy channel for demons to escape Earth’s atmosphere. Demons, like gods, could live without issue in the harsh environment of space.

Legion and Korath wasted no time. They summoned the demon hordes and poured through the rift, heading for the abandoned lunar base as fast as possible.

“Cloudhawk!”

Selene called out after him. He turned to face her.

Encased in armor, with his face behind a hideous mask, Selene could not read his face. But what she could easily sense was the regal bearing he now possessed. He had grown strong, dignified, to the point where even demons bowed before him.

Yet Selene held onto the belief that no matter how much he appeared to change, the core of who he was remained the same. Cloudhawk was still the good, reliable man she kept in her heart. No matter how bad things got, it would all be ok with him at her side.

“Welcome home, it’s been a while. Let’s go home and get some rest.”

Go home? The thought had a strange effect on him. He watched Selene approach and take him by the hand. She then waved at the others. “The rest of you, clean this place up.”


12 / After the Battle


“About Dawn...”

In the rush and chaos of the vanguard’s assault, there had been no time to process everything that happened. Now, at last, they had some space to breathe, and to mourn. Selene’s thoughts went to her fallen comrade.

Cloudhawk had known Dawn for a long time. Her death cut him deeply, and Selene feared what it would do to him. She was already seeing changes. He’d been forced to make a terrible choice…

Cloudhawk cut her off. “It’s already done. I don’t need comfort. I’m not that frail. No time to be vulnerable. You don’t need to worry. I’m fine.”

He was right. There was no turning back, even just to remember what was. A leader can’t show weakness, a King especially.

Heavy was the head that wore the crown. Lonely was the man upon the throne. But Cloudhawk would not complain. He had no right to. All the grief and pain and responsibility were his to bear in silence. He would turn it all into motivation.

“You’re standing here with me, but you feel so far away. I’m not used to being with the Demon King.” Selene sighed. Reaching out with her pale hand, she brushed her fingers against the cold mask. “Can you take this thing off?”

The Mask of a Thousand Faces. Selene remembered when she used to wear it. That was back when they called her the Bloodsoaked Queen. Cloudhawk wore it now, and they called him King. King of the wastes. King of the demons.

He hesitated to remove it. The mask fit perfectly with the Demon King’s Cuirass, like a helm to a suit of armor. After a moment, it began to ripple like water and flowed away, revealing Cloudhawk’s features.

The frightening black armor stayed on, giving Cloudhawk a towering and imperious appearance. His black hair was now flecked with white. Fine wrinkles could be seen at the corner of his eyes, where a few days ago his features had been perfectly chiseled.

Gone was the vibrant, youthful glint in his eyes. A deep and penetrating gaze had taken its place. Ten years had turned him into another person.

“There, that’s better. More what I’m used to. Remember to take that thing off from time to time, get some fresh air.” She smiled sweetly and gave him a gentle kiss. “No matter what happens, I will always be right beside you. Whether you’re the Demon King or whatever other title, I’m here. In my eyes, you’ll always be the same Cloudhawk.”

Cloudhawk regarded Selene, felt the warmth and comfort of her presence. Within his eyes was conflict as he gently took her hand. “I need you. You keep me grounded, keep me human.”

Selene pressed herself against his chest, transforming from a paragon of power into an affectionate woman like any other. The two stood upon Greenland’s fort, watching the sun rise in the east. As light bathed the city, it revealed an orderly society, safe. The war and death hadn’t touched this place yet.

The first order of business was to count their losses and gather the spoils of war.

Compared to the rampage of the Chaos Beast, the damage the vanguard caused was meager. The Abyssal God’s invasion ended with few casualties. It was because the Marshal did not consider the possibility of Cloudhawk bringing the power of Gehenna to bear. Demonic assistance had not been factored into its calculations. Greenland’s situation would be very different otherwise.

Between Cloudhawk and his troops, it was still likely the gods would have been stopped, but the death toll would have been far greater. Half of Greenland’s troops or more would have lost their lives. A massacre of that scale would be impossible to recover from in a short time, increasing the likelihood of humanity being wiped out entirely.

The Abyssal God and his forces were stopped because of Cloudhawk’s timely intervention, supported by the demons of Gehenna. The result was a human victory in the first real battle between man and god.

Even the mighty Marshal had fallen.

Sumeru’s first assault had failed. Perhaps it didn’t mean much to the gods, but to humanity and to Greenland, it was everything. An inspiring victory that bolstered their morale and filled their coffers with spoils.

Bodies of fallen gods were treasures. From them, they could extract resources for medicines, bolster people’s constitutions, and empower their mental ability. Every dead god made humans stronger. Furthermore, the equipment left behind was also precious. From armor to weapons, everything could be used to strengthen their rebellion.

Cloudhawk first ordered the bodies of the gods gathered and their powers transferred. Five hundred bodies were piled on the altar of transference, their powers conveyed to their murderers before their spirits could escape. This time, Cloudhawk also partook in the ritual.

As the surge of spiritual energy came rushing in Cloudhawk could feel the vestiges of the god’s will. An ordinary person would succumb to even this fragment of the creature, but Cloudhawk was King. Without danger but not without effort, he suppressed the dead god’s will and took its power for himself.

He felt his abilities grow, but there was a bottleneck. No single body could support endless absorption of this power. It would take time to completely assimilate this new strength. Meanwhile, a hundred of Greenland’s best Awakened were also bequeathed the power of gods. They were immediately lifted to the equivalent of Master Demon Hunters. The strongest among them rose to the level of a Supreme.

Sumeru’s invasion did not wipe out humanity. Instead, it gave them the resources to become stronger. In fact, Cloudhawk found it a little odd. Almost like it was all on purpose. A part of some plan…

It didn’t matter. Now wasn’t the time to worry about conspiracy theories.

“We managed to get quite the haul from those gods!” Hellflower approached, full of excitement. She had probably gained the most from this fight, with more mental power now than ever before. “Hundreds of well-preserved relics, even more than Skycloud had in its best times. This is going to lift humanity to the next level.”

Cloudhawk had begun to steadily free himself from the shackles of relics. They weren’t going to win if they relied on the technology of their enemy. Defeating the gods meant breaking free of their dependence on them. However, that didn’t mean relics were worthless. Cloudhawk could research them to learn new abilities.

“Leave them here with me for now,” Cloudhawk ordered. He would go over them and see what he could learn, then pass them out as needed. “Time to initiate the second phase of the evacuation plan.”

Both Hellflower and Selene paused. “We just won. Why are we retreating?”

“Our victory is temporary. The next time the gods appear, they’ll be far stronger. Now that the demons have joined us, there is no need for conventional troops. Better to have them maintain order on Emerald Star.”

On average, one divine soldier was equal to a thousand ordinary fighters. So a thousand of them meant a million humans. Two thousand? Three thousand? Ten thousand divine soldiers? Humanity simply didn’t have the numbers to face this threat.

As a result, traditional armies didn’t mean much in this war. Ordinary weapons and armor didn’t make a difference. Might as well evacuate them to somewhere safe where they would be more useful and keep the best fighters here. This tactic was more flexible and considerate of human life. They wouldn’t have to worry about casualties as much if another Chaos Beast was sent their way, for instance.

“In addition to the remaining citizens and soldiers, we should move the Source as well.”

At present, Source ran everything. Greenland’s barrier was so strong because Source made it so. However, they didn’t need a mountain of it to sustain two shields.

But beyond just a precious font of energy, Source was also what demons used to make more demons. Greenland would keep only as much as it needed to continue the fight. The rest would be moved somewhere safe for other uses.


13 / Risky Plans


“We’ve confiscated everything the gods left behind on the moon,” Legion reported to Cloudhawk. “As a safety precaution, Belial is examining them, and then the tech will be sent to Ark Base. Further study will ensure the gods haven’t left anything behind in their construction that will cause us trouble.”

So far, Cloudhawk hadn’t felt anything unusual about the goods, but it was not unthinkable that the gods would tamper with it in some way. After all, these items were not explicitly used by Sumeru. Demons, even psychically awakened humans, could also utilize these tools.

While hardly a loss for the gods, this haul was an excellent addition to humanity’s arsenal. It was like being handed a nuclear weapon. Suddenly, Greenland had a glut of war riches at their disposal.

After examining their gains, Cloudhawk brought everything back to Greenland. Several days later, Ark Base received a shipment of resources to examine, which ultimately would serve to bolster humanity’s front lines and make them more prepared for the challenges to follow.

Next was a discussion on how to continue the fight.

Cloudhawk summoned his lieutenants for a meeting. It was a postwar debrief and a planning session for their next step. Joining him were hundreds of representatives from the human race, as well as three thousand demons.

“Such is the power of the gods. Our victory has given us motivation and momentum. With Gehenna at our side, I believe we will stand a fair chance when the gods strike again.”

“Yes, so long as Greenland stands, we can hold Sumeru at bay.”

“The front holds. Emerald Star, Gehenna, and Ark Base are safe so long as we remain firm.”

Everyone was swept away by the joy of their triumph. Following their victory, morale was high. Despite their brave words, deep in every heart was doubt that they would survive. Victory had shown them otherwise, and it was a victory where they had lost little.

These were the gods! The almighty, illustrious gods! Immortal, mysterious, capable of walking across the surface of the sun. Although they wielded power to make mortals tremble and had weapons from the depths of nightmares, they had still failed to take the southern wastes.

Two thousand godly soldiers, dead. How could such glorious success not make the men excited? Yet in contrast to the blustering humans, a grim silence hung over the demons. They did not sing words of praise or celebrate the victory.

Legion spoke up. “Now is not the time to pat ourselves on the back. We have defeated their vanguard, yes, but this was merely a test by our enemies. Without Gehenna’s aid, the Southern Capital would have fallen.”

Demons remembered the Great War. Their long lives and keen memories wouldn’t allow them to forget. It had left an indelible fear within them, of the gods and what they could do. No one knew the terror of divine genocide better than they did. Sumeru might have lost a Marshal, but this small defeat was insignificant.

They understood that their species would not escape destruction a second time.

Their enemy was led by the awesome and frightening God King. Though no one knew why the God King hadn’t shown itself before them yet, the moment it did, there would be no known way to defeat it. Overall, the rebellion’s chances remained bleak.

“Focusing only on defense, we will fall. With only one planet at our back, we can’t defeat the gods.” Cloudhawk’s voice rose over the others. He trained his eyes on Legion. “We have to switch our stance from defense to offense.”

That was not the plan the others were expecting. Defense to offense? He had to be joking!

Greenland and its soldiers were safe because of Belial’s defense system. If they went out and faced the gods on neutral territory, humanity was doomed. Everything from their demon forces, to human troops, to all their technology, was inferior to Sumeru.

In total, there were roughly ten thousand demons still alive. If every single one of them took the field and fought, they would only equal a few thousand gods. Even if you added up every scrap of technology from Ark Base and Gehenna, maybe Cloudhawk’s army could match thirty thousand divine troops.

No doubt that sort of power was strong, enough to wipe out a moderate civilization. But to rely on that for an offensive against Sumeru… wasn’t that madness?

“My King’s idea has its merits, but with our current strength, a direct confrontation carries little hope for success.” Legion carefully chose his words. “However, there is reward with certain risks. In the midst of darkness, we may find a silver lining.”

This piqued Cloudhawk’s curiosity. “Where is this silver lining?”

“Where else? Sumeru.”

Humans and demons alike were not sure what the elder was proposing. Sumeru? Silver lining? His enigmatic words seemed foolish. Sumeru was home to thousands of powerful enemies! It was their well-defended home, and so far, no one even knew where it was.

Cloudhawk’s face bore no expression. “Explain.”

Legion obliged. “From everything we know, the gods have laid the groundwork for this moment for a long time. Imagine the universe today; countless intelligent races, enslaved by the gods. Even the greatest civilizations were brought low. The reach of the gods extends far out into the cosmos, beyond our comprehension.”

“The Grand Elder’s meaning...” High Priest Pelagius paused for a moment in thought before proceeding. “You suggest we find and ally with the remnants of those civilizations. Picking up the pieces of thousands of races all across the universe to help us fight Sumeru?”

“A fine plan in theory, but nearly impossible to execute.” Legion shook his head. “Even just your Milky Way is vast beyond measure. Unless one has dominion over space and time, traversing these distances is impossible. Indeed, the combined might of all lesser species would be more than the gods could suppress. But to see it become reality, we must traverse the stars – billions of light years – as well as overcome any inherent differences. It is too difficult, too dangerous to attempt.”

Unifying all the races of the galaxy… It would definitely turn the tables on the gods, but how were they supposed to make it happen? What reasons did any of these species have to trust humans even if they could communicate? The most difficult problem was also the most important: how were they supposed to even find them?

Mankind’s understanding of the universe only scratched the surface. When it came to the universe, space and time were insurmountable obstacles. Humanity’s capabilities weren’t up to the challenge.

Legion went on. “As was noted, the gods control a large number of civilizations. It is also naive to think ours is the only race at war. We can then surmise that most of Sumeru’s forces are, at any given time, away from Sumeru.”

People were finally beginning to understand. Here on Earth, the gods left six Supremes to watch over their crops. Say the gods had a thousand other planets to shepherd, all things being equal, that would mean six thousand Supremes. Furthermore, if the gods feared other civilizations might rise in rebellion, they needed to have forces mobilized and ready.

Whether it was keeping watch, squashing a rebellion, or fighting an outright war, it was all drawing on a relatively limited number of forces. Perhaps strangely, while the gods produced frightening creatures like Chaos Beasts, they did not appear to use robots. All told, they were few in number compared to their flock.

The conflict on Earth had drawn a lot of attention from Sumeru. Its reaction would surely be to send a show of force, enough to wholly dominate and exterminate this troublesome race. Unless Legion was mistaken, Sumeru would not be heavily guarded. Why would it? The gods were incapable of imagining these insignificant humans invading their home.

“My King possesses incredible powers over space. He is the only living thing who can hope to enter the land of the gods. If we are quick, there is a chance we can take Sumeru.”

Incredulous words mixed with exclamations and thoughtful discussion. The entire council was a chorus of voices. Undoubtedly, Legion’s scheme was a bold one. Bold meant unexpected, and with a force equivalent to thirty thousand divine soldiers, there was a real chance they could succeed.

“Two problems.” Selene interrupted. “First, Sumeru is the God King’s home. With its powers, why should we assume it can't foresee an attack on Sumeru? Second, we don’t even know where Sumeru is. How are we supposed to find it?”

Legion offered his response. “As you say, if the God King foresees our arrival, then we are throwing ourselves into the fisher’s net. But its powers over time is not true clairvoyance. Every time you peer into the future, it changes. Perhaps the God King did witness a future for Sumeru. At the time, it would see eons of prosperity and dominance. However, this future is not written in stone. Over a thousand years of playing with the threads of fate, it is invariable that things would change. Things like the invasion and conquest of Sumeru. So you see, there is a lot more unpredictability than the God King’s powers could handle.”

The explanation was not hard to understand, and it made sense. If, for instance, a man had access to a time machine that brought him anywhere in the future – two days forward, say, where his wife had a fatal car accident. Knowing this, surely the man would react to stop it? He would do anything to ensure it didn’t come to pass. From the very instant he witnessed that possible future, it was forever altered.

Perhaps he saves his wife in this scenario, but in doing so carelessly throws himself before the vehicle and is killed instead. Were the flows of time left undisturbed, the man would live at the cost of his wife’s life. The actions he took to change fate brought on something new he had not foreseen.

What they were discussing now was the same. The God King was able to fast forward or rewind to any period in time. With its power, it could even peer a thousand years into the future and attack a target. But every time it did so, the picture changed.

Indeed, the God King had incredible foresight into the future of the universe. However, perfect manipulation of fate was impossible. Even if there was only a one percent chance that the God King missed something, it was worth the risk, since facing the God King head-on, there was not even one percent chance of survival.

“As for where Sumeru is located…”

“I can upload my consciousness into the Divine Matrix. Through their network, I can locate the home of the gods,” Cloudhawk completed the thought.

He’d performed the feat twice already with the help of the Cloud God. They hadn’t tried since the Supreme’s death, but the Cloudhawk of today was very different. If they could capture a god, perhaps they could force their way into the Matrix once more.

Selene frowned. “I still think it’s too risky.”

She had personally experienced a fragment of the God King’s power. Hoping for such a creature to maybe overlook such a glaring flaw seemed foolish and unlikely to succeed.

“We’re in a war for survival. It’s a risk worth taking.”

“Yes, we should attack Sumeru instead of waiting for the divine army to kill us little by little. We should take advantage of our momentum! Invade Sumeru and bring death to our foes!”

Better to pull off a band-aid in one quick move rather than bit by bit. As long as Sumeru still stood, the gods would not be defeated. Legion’s plan was certainly risky, but there was glorious opportunity in burning one’s escape route.1



1 This is the phrase 破釜沉舟 – break one’s kettles and sink the boats. If the story about Xiang Yu’s victory is true, then that is incredible.
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After the meeting, Cloudhawk teleported directly to the God Tree.

Autumn lived in its boughs. Several years had passed since she got wrapped up in this conflict, but her outward appearance hadn’t changed at all. She was still the fresh-faced seventeen-year-old that wandered into Sandbar Outpost.

When Cloudhawk met her for the first time, he saw that she was unique. Autumn wasn’t vivacious like Dawn, aloof like Selene, or alluring like Hellflower. The feeling she left people with was that of chastity. Pure, like an unblemished sheet of paper.

No matter how much had changed in the world outside, in her heart, Autumn had remained the same. But that being said, when Cloudhawk saw her, there was something different about her presence. Her mental strength and talent had grown.

“The spirit of the Shepherd God is with you.” He determined that had to be the reason for the change.

Autumn had become the unwitting vessel for the Shepherd God’s reincarnation. In shedding the fetters of Sumeru, severing one’s link was not enough. The Shepherd God would forever be an apostate to her race, something to be hunted mercilessly.

Thus, she made a pact with the Demon King. In exchange for a new body, the Shepherd God would look over his Cuirass. Only, there emerged a problem – Autumn’s will was not erased when the god took her form. Instead, her body was now the vessel for two perfectly combined souls.

This was a rare phenomenon and caused no small amount of irritation.

For instance, sometimes the two wills battled for control over their shared body. The Shepherd God was clearly dominant at first, but since then, Autumn had been allowed to take the reins from time to time.

Things were changing even more lately. Autumn and the Shepherd God had forged a sort of cooperation. She wasn’t suppressed all the time like she used to be, and she had come to accept the divine intruder. With every battle and conflict, both spirits learned to work in tandem.

What a curious situation. By all rights, a single body should only have a single will. When the Shepherd God was in control, it would make sense for Autumn to be “asleep”, and the reverse would be true when Autumn emerged. However, although Autumn was clearly in control right now, Cloudhawk could still sense the god’s presence.

Two wills, working together.

Sort of a master-slave relationship, or one between a main and auxiliary. They could even use their individual mental abilities to access two relics at once. Two separate spirits sharing a body without drawbacks was amazing. Neither Legion nor Belial could explain it.

Autumn was sitting calmly upon one of the many thick branches. When Cloudhawk appeared, she greeted him with a smile and combed her hair behind her ear. “The Shepherd God and I have worked to embrace our situation. So far, it’s worked well.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes. A god’s power, a human’s talent. They complement each other.”

Gods were immortal and were born with incredible power, but their rate of growth was slow. Humans, in contrast, lived brief lives in comparison and were weaker. But they were malleable, especially people like Autumn who had huge stores of potential to tap into.

Since the Shepherd God and Autumn were able to live in harmony, Autumn’s naturally limited lifespan should increase significantly. Who knew how long she would live now?

“You came to talk to me about Mount Sumeru.”

“That’s right.”

“Have a cup of tea with me.”

Autumn led Cloudhawk into the trunk of the God Tree. It was a spartan living space, but not without personal touches. Since coming to the Southern Wastes, this was where Autumn had spent most of her time. She heated up a pot of water and delivered a steaming cup to Cloudhawk.

He didn’t drink it right away. “What does the Shepherd God think of our strategy to attack Sumeru? Does she think we can do it?”

“Attacking Sumeru will be very difficult, especially since we know so little about the God King. Outsmarting a creature that can peer into the future seems impossible. We shouldn’t call it a surprise attack. More like preparing the best way to weather a storm.”

“So it sounds like you support the idea.”

“What would be the difference if I didn’t? Any way you look at it, there’s risk, and I don’t like risk.” Autumn sighed. “If we don’t put an end to this, then the war will continue until we’re all dead. Emerald Star, Ark Base, Gehenna… it’s only a matter of time before the gods find and destroy all of them.”

Cloudhawk was quiet for a moment as he thought. “Based on what I know about the gods, there are probably more of them than we thought. There might even be more than one Sumeru.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about several Mount Sumerus. Different places with different pantheons. Together, they form a vast network that spans the whole universe, all working with a singular purpose. I have to assume there may even be more than one God King.”

The implication made Autumn tremble. One God King was the stuff of nightmares. Cloudhawk was proposing there were more.

It was a grim theory. Beyond shocking, the idea threatened to snuff out what little hope for survival they clung to. If the Sumeru they fought was only one of many, then how strong were the gods really?

“What makes you think that?”

“Demons are a big part of the evidence.” Cloudhawk’s voice was low as he explained his hypothesis. “The former Demon King was a Sumeran leader who rebelled for some reason. He led a group of gods away from the collective, and that’s when they were labeled demons. I believe that the present God King took over after the Demon King left.”

“So the Demon King used to be the God King?”

“Yes! It’s in my memories. Emerald Star, Stony Plains, it’s all proof. Everything points to it. The Demon King used to command all the gods in our galaxy.”

Autumn’s bearing changed when he shared his thoughts. The Shepherd God, no longer able to keep silent, took over from her human counterpart in order to communicate directly.

If the Demon King used to lead the gods, then why did he betray them? Only, when she thought about it, she realized the betrayal wasn’t important.

When the God King left with so many gods, leaving the gods leaderless, it should have made their entire society collapse. However, instead, a new being quickly took over. Sumeru recovered, which suggested they received support from elsewhere.

The Demon King’s rebellion was a thousand years ago, more or less. Most gods, the Shepherd God included, had no memories prior to that. Perhaps it was because whatever happened was too dangerous to remember and was sealed away. Likewise, the memories were removed from the demons to stop them from rejecting their new identities.

The result was fascinating. Gods remembered nothing prior to the Great War, and demons knew nothing of where they came from. It was what turned gods and demons into two separate civilizations even though they came from the same root.

Behind Sumeru, there had to be an even greater power!

The God King they knew was probably just an administrator. Divine soldiers and lieutenants were merely mass-produced soldiers. If that was true, then low-level managers could be swapped without issue. More soldiers could be manufactured as needed.

“If that’s true, it… would be something.”

The God King mustn’t be all that special if it was chosen as a replacement for the Demon King so quickly. Who knew how many “God Kings” there were lurking in the shadows, governing the gods?

Thus, the universe very well could be rife with gods, belonging to any number of pantheons. Each one ruled over a galaxy, connected through their Divine Matrix and lorded over by the one they called their “King”. A single Mount Sumeru could have tens of thousands of gods, but the universe could have millions – hundreds of millions even!

The more the Shepherd God considered it, the darker her face became. How strong were the gods really? What about the ones who pulled their strings? Just thinking about it made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

“Demon King, God King – they’re the same. But they’re different from other gods and demons. I’m willing to bet they’re even a different species.” Cloudhawk shared his ideas further.

How was the Demon King even able to break away from the gods? Cloudhawk felt he had the answer: Because the Demon King wasn’t like them. He had his own will and identity.

The first time he expected this might be the case was when he encountered the God King. His impression of Sumeru’s leader was completely different from the other gods he’d met. It was intelligent, willful, emotional. All the other gods were hardly better than machines. The God King was their operator and had his own personality.

That was how the Demon King was able to break away.

The Shepherd God’s face was dark and crestfallen. “If it’s as you say, then the gods may be hundreds of times more powerful than we thought. There doesn’t seem to be any way out.”

“No, there’s a chance. Have you forgotten how the demons came to be in the first place?”

The Shepherd God was not stupid. She understood his point immediately. “They were gods, enticed away from the collective by the Demon King.”

That fact was indisputable. Through whatever means, the former Demon King broke the gods’ seals and allowed them to embrace their individuality. The Shepherd God herself was the best evidence of this, as well as the perished Cloud God. Both were changed by the power of the Demon King.

“After fusing with his armor, I have access to all the memories of my predecessor. What binds the gods is a lock with no seams. The only way to release it is with a special passcode. I know how to do it, but the code is in the hands of the gods.”

“So your plan is to defeat the God King and free the gods with that code?”

That was exactly what he was planning. The God King had the key, and their Divine Matrix was housed on Mount Sumeru. If Cloudhawk could get that code, he could enter the Divine Matrix and upload it to every single god.

Gods were spread out across countless galaxies and untold civilizations. Perhaps once they were freed, these gods and the civilizations they controlled would rise up against their masters. Maybe once they all became demons, there would be a way out.

The power and influence of the gods was massive. Behind them was an unfathomable hand pulling their strings. Humans and demons alone just weren’t enough.

“So why have you come to me?” the Shepherd God asked.

“You have inherited the Cloud God’s powers – the one god we knew best of all. I need your help to find Mount Sumeru.”

It seemed obvious that Cloudhawk’s decision was to undertake a suicide mission. But if they could make this first, impossible step a reality, then the rest of their journey would be far easier.
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Cloudhawk made up his mind. It was all or nothing, conquering Sumeru right under the gods’ noses. Looking at the world aflame all around him, this was the best decision. It was time to take a gamble with all their lives. It was better than waiting around to die. Figuring that the scope of the gods was far greater than they originally thought, it was no longer an option to win freedom for their little planet and hope that was the end of it.

Destroying Earth – destroying the entire solar system – was not a difficult feat for this advanced species. All the gods across all the galaxies likely outnumbered humans too. If humanity wanted to survive, it had to change the rules. Otherwise, the war would continue to intensify until everyone was dead.

But in order to attack Sumeru, they first had to know where it was.

That was why Cloudhawk came calling on the Shepherd God. He still had several living gods trapped in his pocket dimension who the Shepherd God could utilize. Using the Cloud God’s immense mental powers that she inherited, perhaps she could create a channel through these gods into the Divine Matrix. There Cloudhawk would find his answers.

In theory, the gods were a race without secrets. Once linked in with their hive mind, the location of Sumeru shouldn’t be hard to find. But finding their target was only the first step in their battle plan.

The second step was finding a way to get there.

Cloudhawk had a fair working knowledge about the gods by this point. Each pantheon worked like self-contained cells in a larger organism. Any one group of gods controlled a galaxy, but “galaxy” wasn’t set in stone. They could control several for all they knew.

There were hundreds of galaxies – more, maybe millions! Assuming that each galaxy was ten thousand light years from end to end and separated by a million light years of nothing, Sumeru could be millions of light years from Earth in any direction. It would explain why even the gods took so long to travel to Earth from their home. It was impossible for any race like humans to ever find Sumeru, much less reach it.

For humans to accomplish a miraculous feat like that with their technology… well, it was like a single-celled organism composing an opera. It wasn’t going to happen. But Cloudhawk knew that. That’s why he was prepared. After speaking with Autumn, his next stop was Belial.

After hearing his King’s plan, the elder artisan thought he’d gone insane. “What? Why do you assume that’s possible? If I had this power, I would have escaped to another galaxy ages ago. There would be no reason for me to remain stuck here.”

“It’s not impossible.” Cloudhawk wasn’t irritated by Belial’s thorny mood. “We use the Source to set up an energy field, then use the energy field to power teleportation. With my abilities, we can open a portal directly connecting our world to Sumeru.”

Belial could hardly believe what he was hearing. “This… there’s no basis for this at all.”

“The former Demon King used a similar method to connect Earth with other places, like Emerald Star and Stony Plains. That’s why I’m able to go back and forth among them. The Demon King knew he had stronger spatial abilities than any other creature, and my powers are even stronger today. If he was able to do it, why can’t I?”

Belial had no answer. Emerald Star and Stony Plains were not in their current solar system but somewhere out in the vast reaches of space. How had the former Demon King been able to so easily traverse these huge distances?

Cloudhawk inherited all the memories and experiences of his predecessor. There was no reason he couldn’t do everything the former King did and more. Only, when the Demon King had set up his teleportation beacons, he’d done it as the God King. That meant he had a lot more resources. However, Cloudhawk had Source and that should be enough.

In truth, there wasn’t much of a correlation between how difficult teleportation was and how far the destination happened to be. Certainly, more effort was needed the farther away one traveled, but after a certain threshold, the positive correlation no longer mattered. There was no difference between one light year and one thousand.

Belial weighed telling his King that he’d lost his mind, but withered under his gaze. He dared not refuse, so with a respectful nod, he acquiesced to give it a try. Whether or not it would be successful was another matter entirely.

Autumn and Belial had their tasks. Cloudhawk’s third destination was Emerald Star, where he gathered all the best warriors from the demons, humans, the races of Gehenna, and representatives from Ark Base. These disparate flakes of iron would be forged into a weapon he would use to strike at the heart of Sumeru.

Emerald Star was about halfway through its rebuilding. After retreating from the front, Greenland’s soldiers had been repurposed to help with the city’s development. Huge quantities of Source were also transported to help transform this city into humanity’s new utopia. Cloudhawk just didn’t know if he would be around to see it.

Cloudhawk was preparing to get to work when he was interrupted by a familiar face.

Frost de Winter was wrapped in sorry gray robes. His handsome face was hidden beneath a scraggly beard, and those keen eyes were now still and inscrutable. Every time he looked at the man, he wasn’t sure why, but there was always a presence hovering just out of sight… Arcturus.

“What is it?” Cloudhawk demanded.

“This isn’t the right place to talk.”

Frost made the proclamation and then left. Cloudhawk followed.

They entered another building where another acquaintance was waiting. Frost’s younger brother, Squall. Squall looked even older than his brother. That youthful friend Cloudhawk knew in Skycloud so long ago was gone. He was an experienced middle-aged wastelander now, wrapped in an aura of cunning and grim stability.

“We want you to be careful around Legion.”

Cloudhawk was a little surprised by Frost’s candid words. It was the last thing he’d think these two would say to him. Weren’t they both part of the elder’s “Hand of Gehenna”? Frost especially. His current strength was all thanks to the Second Seal’s efforts.

Legion was loyal to Cloudhawk. Nothing the demon had done, from the very beginning, had any reason to raise suspicion. Were these brothers trying to drive a wedge between him and the elder? That didn’t make sense since they had nothing to gain from it.

Cloudhawk regarded them with a measured gaze. “Why?”

A grin spread across Squall’s lips. “We can give you any number of theories, but none that hold water. But think of it this way: Legion was loyal to the former King. And you wouldn’t have gotten this far without his machinations.”

“Legion has ulterior motives, but as to what they are, we can’t tell.” Frost was more to the point.

Squall went on. “I’ve been following the demon around for a long time, and I know maybe ten percent of what goes on his mind. I’m telling you he is extremely dangerous. More dangerous than any other god or demon. You carry the fate of several races on your shoulders now, so it would be wise to be careful, don’t you think?”

Their warning was useless. Cloudhawk was King now and held more influence than the Grand Elder. Every day, he grew stronger, already far beyond what Legion could muster. If Legion was truly interested in power, then let him command the demons.

Looking at it this way, any ambition Legion might have would be foolish.

But that would be naive. Every living thing had its own goals and desires. Were all of Legion’s centuries of effort just to promote war between demons and gods? Was that what he really wanted? If not, what was he thinking?

The brothers’ warning had no legs to stand on, but they weren’t wrong. He was responsible for the future of many. A catastrophic war with the gods was on their doorstep, so he had to tread carefully.

“Is there anything else?”

Frost and Squall exchanged a quiet look. Eventually, Squall spoke up.

“The three of us have had our problems, but I’m sure you understand where we’re coming from. Sometimes, sacrifices are needed for the greater good. Let my brother and I fight in the final battle.”
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“You’ll probably die.”

“Heh. You underestimate me, Cloudhawk.”

Cloudhawk said nothing more. He wouldn’t refuse Squall’s request. He left after receiving their warning, only to run into Azura on his way out.

“Teacher? What are you doing here?” She rushed excitedly over to him.

News of Cloudhawk’s victory over Sumeru’s vanguard had reached Emerald Star. Everyone knew about his great acts, which catapulted him to even higher levels of adoration.

Cloudhawk looked her over. Suddenly, he was reminded of something very important. He wasn’t sure he would come back from his trip to Sumeru. And not just him but Selene and all the others as well. If they all perished, who would lead what remained of the Green Alliance?

“I need to go to Gehenna for some business. You want to tag along?”

On a whim, he decided to bring Blue along for the ride. She was stunned that her enigmatic teacher would suddenly extend the invitation but jumped at the chance. So, side by side, they stepped through a portal into the pocket dimension of Gehenna.

Gehenna’s single city was as busy as ever.

The first thing Azura noticed was a massive statue several hundred meters tall. It was a collaborative effort of Babel’s denizens, chiseled into Cloudhawk’s likeness. The armor and mask were the same, and his hands rested on the pommel of a sword. Its eyes peered into the distance, fixed and domineering.

It’d been a short time since the Demon King’s return, but it had totally upended Gehenna. It was not that hard to convince the city’s people to follow Cloudhawk, easier than expected in fact. They all came from grand civilizations, but most were not immortal. Generations had passed since their race’s golden age.

These remnants didn’t remember the tyranny of the gods. Instead, they spent the last centuries in reverence of the demons who took them in. Following Crokel’s failed coup and Cloudhawk’s domination of the Tower, the people’s estimation of their new King only increased.

Since then, the Tower of Babel had promoted their new King nonstop. The constant propaganda was designed to make the people worship him and foster belief in his mission to win back their homelands. Infected by this fervent energy Gehenna had mobilized with impressive speed.

Elder of the Third Seal Korath greeted his King respectfully when he reached the tower. It was no secret why Cloudhawk had come. All of Gehenna’s forces were to be mobilized for the eventual invasion of Sumeru.

“Your Majesty, we have acted to follow your orders as quickly as possible, but it will take some time for your renown to reach every ear. As for the armies… Gehenna hasn’t known conflict for more than a thousand years. Some conflict has emerged among the different nationalities here, but they will remain obedient with the Tower’s representatives keeping the peace. They will not impact the war effort.”

Korath was bewildered by Cloudhawk’s orders, to be honest. It seemed that everyone outside of Gehenna assumed it was a place mired in evil, darkness, and savagery. All the tragedies of the world were said to come from this land of demons.

The reality was quite the opposite. There wasn’t anything like the chaos everyone thought existed. In fact, conflicts were rare. As such, they didn’t have a standing army. Now, all of a sudden, the new King has asked them to build an invasion force. Such a task was not easily accomplished in a short time.

“Has it been difficult?” Cloudhawk asked.

“The Tower’s influence and authority make it easier. Although there may be hidden dangers,” Korath explained. “Your Majesty, you should know that although the races are eager to return home, not all are eager to fight. A secret antiwar coalition is being mustered. Zarayzi, Tylons, Protans, Vulpites, even a small number of demons are known to be participating.”

Zarayzi, Tylons, Protans, and Vulpites were the four races living in Gehenna. Protans were a psychically evolved race. Unlike humans, whose mental abilities were scattered at best, Protan capabilities had matured. They were born with innate mental power and, as such, were one of the few races not elevated by Sumeru’s intervention. They had built their own advanced, psychic civilization before the gods came.

You could call them demigods, in a way. Protans lived long lives, were few in number, and had formidable powers of the mind. They could even build their own relics. Among the other races in Gehenna, the Protans were most highly regarded.

Below them in influence were the Vulpites. Theirs was a rare species of quantum beings capable of altering reality on a subatomic level. With enough quantum material, they could turn one thing seamlessly into another. Leaves, roots, even garbage could become food on a whim.

Among the Vulpites were a small number of psychically evolved individuals. They were able to fight using their minds in addition to the advantages of their physical forms. After all, it was hard to resist an attack on the quantum level.

Tylons were unique.

The former Demon King collected races that displayed great potential, or those who were psychically evolved and peaceful. As silicon-based lifeforms, Tylons had no mental abilities at all, but they were evolved in other ways. Their efficiency in storing and analyzing information was unmatched by any other race.

Tylons lived very long lives. While their mental abilities were minimal at best, they never stopped physically improving. As a result, they were constantly improving – and frighteningly effective – war machines.

Last were the Zarayzi, who were very different from the other three. Sometimes disparagingly called Psibugs, their mental abilities were a step below the Protans. Theirs was a special sort of life form which, from the moment of their birth, was constantly mutating. Each Zarayzi was different from every other. Even offspring of the same brood could look dramatically different. Evolution and mutation were ubiquitous features of their species.

Azura was seeing it all for the first time. She was fascinated by the other races.

The four races were influential in Gehenna. If Cloudhawk wanted to invade Sumeru, he wasn’t going to succeed with humans alone. Nor was there enough power just in the Tower of Babel. What he had to do was galvanize every citizen of Gehenna and convince them to join his cause. It was the only way they stood a chance.

“So you’re saying that some from the different races and even a few demons are plotting against me.” When Cloudhawk spoke, it felt like the temperature instantly plummeted.

Korath felt the displeasure pouring off his King, and it made him nervous. He quickly added, “A few demons might oppose the war, but their loyalty to the King is without question. It’s just that we have lived quietly for a thousand years-”

“Then we break them! If Gehenna doesn’t act now, we will all be destroyed.” There was a time for peace and nonviolence, but this wasn’t it. Holding back was akin to suicide.

Korath carefully inquired, “How does my King plan to deal with them?”

“I plan to make them an example.” Cloudhawk’s dark promise was absent any emotion. “You have one day to build my army. Round up all who refuse and tell me.”

The Third Seal felt Cloudhawk’s murderous intent, as keen as a sword’s edge. His King was not bluffing. While everyone else was marching in lockstep, these insurrectionists were preaching peace. They were undermining morale! It couldn’t be tolerated, not now. Cloudhawk needed an army, and no one would be allowed to stand in his way.

Korath dared not disobey Cloudhawk’s will. He unleashed a thousand demons throughout Gehenna, sending them from district to district and summoning everyone to fight. All were warned that refusal was not an option. Antiwar protesters were explicitly told to put aside their complaints and join the effort, or face the Demon King’s wrath.

A day after the announcement, Cloudhawk shared his plan to attack Sumeru. His proclamation was met with surprise, but also eagerness.

Korath delivered his report. “We discovered where the antiwar protesters have been gathering.”

“Understood.” Cloudhawk then turned his eyes to Azura. “I’m about to teach you something very important. Something every leader has to learn.”
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Beneath Gehenna flowed a network of molten rivers. Among them, hidden from prying eyes, there gathered a group of several hundred individuals from many different races. These were the people opposing open war with the gods.

Zarayzi, Vulpites, Tyrons, and Protans were all visible. Many were big names among their people. Even some hulking demonic figures were in attendance. Gehenna was not as united as it seemed.

“The others have all gone crazy.”

“They think they can fight the gods!”

“So many years of peace and safety have caused them to forget.”

“We have to stop this farce, or we’re all doomed. We stand to lose everything!”

The new King’s arrival had been sudden, as was his takeover of the Tower. There was no question that Gehenna was squarely under his thumb. Here, an opposition had gathered, but they were hardly more than a loose connection of naysayers and had yet to forge any sort of organization.

“What should we do?” The question was posed by one of the Zarayzi. “I heard that Venerated Crokel was killed for disobeying the King. Our new leader is strong. We don’t have the strength to oppose him.”

Silence answered. How strong was the new Demon King? He already inherited all the powers of the previous King and dominated the Tower of Babel in no time. Grand Elder Legion and the Third Seal had all bent the knee. The Zarayzi was right. Against power like that, there wasn’t much they could do.

A demon’s low, growling voice intruded. “The King has a stranglehold on Gehenna. There is no way to confront him directly. But we can prevent the creation of his army. You all command respect among your people. If we work together, spread the right message, we can help the people rise up.”

“That’s right!” Another demon raised their voice in support. “Gehenna’s power comes from its people. They aren’t sacrifices to some ambitious king! We must fight for ourselves!”

“That’s not enough.” The cold and dispassionate voice of a Protan rejoined. “We should assassinate the new Demon King.”

“Assassinate the king? Is it even possible?” The Vulpite leader was incredulous. “He is too strong. How do we even pin him down long enough to strike? His spatial powers are unmatched.”

“Let’s mix some of our people in with his. It doesn’t matter how strong he is. We will wait for the King to separate himself and then strike! They may pay the ultimate price, but their sacrifice will bring down the reign of a tyrant!”

Earnest mutterings were shared among the self-righteous pacifists as they planned the liberation of Gehenna. They weren’t an ambitious sort, and it was exactly because of this that they didn’t want any calamity to befall their home. Sacrificing themselves for the greater good was an honest endeavor.

As they strategized ways to undermine the army and assassinate the king, a cold voice invaded their minds. “No one can stop Gehenna’s rise, or the war that’s coming.”

Fear sprang up among the crowd. Even the dullest Tylon was shocked into a combat stance.

Two figures slowly emerged from the hot smoke and steam. The first cut a ferocious figure in his dark armor and frightening mask. In his eyes danced angry flames that were visible through the fog, like a nightmare crawling from their own nightmares.

“D-Demon King!”

In a shock no one expected, the target of their dark plans appeared before them. The Demon King appeared in their midst, a young woman by his side. Short hair framed a pretty face and a pair of striking blue eyes. Her hands were poised by the hilt of her sword as she nervously watched the others. She knew everyone here was more dangerous than she was.

The Demon King pushed among them. With every step, the gathered rebels felt a growing pressure. They quickly discovered that other than the girl, the King had come alone. She was no cause for concern, but still, no one dared raise a hand. Cloudhawk was responsible for killing the Second Seal!

Reality was ripped open, and from the fissure, Cloudhawk retrieved his weapon. Threads of purple lightning danced across its pitch-black surface in an ominous display. Tongues of flame danced around it, casting the Demon King’s mask in stark shadows as he regarded the gathering. At last, his cold voice came again. “I am here to give you one final chance. You will obey, or you will die.”

The rebels shifted nervously, sharing quiet looks. Hesitation was clear in their eyes.

Fear seemed a silly reaction. He was here alone among almost a hundred deadly foes, with no support from the Tower to back him up. And yet, fear was exactly what stayed their hands. He was their King! The right and true ruler of Gehenna.

A low psychic hum was released by one of the Tylons. “If Gehenna loses this war, then everything will be destroyed. Our people, our history, our culture – who will remain to pass it on?”

Its concerns were echoed by a Protan. “We can feel that even you are not certain about this war’s outcome. A king should not drag his loyal servants into an impossible war. You are a tyrant! A mad king!”

Tyrant? Mad King?

“Very well. It seems you have all made up your minds.”

Suddenly, the climate changed. The iron taste of death hung in the air. Vulpites and Protans attacked first, believing the Demon King was too bold in coming alone. He was strong, without a doubt, but he was still one man. He couldn’t possibly stop them all.

The Tower of Babel bowed before their King out of fear. If this dictator was removed, they were certain the demons would return to the old ways. Without a leader, all the other races would give up these foolish calls for war.

But how long could they hide in Gehenna with their heads buried in the sand? It wasn’t a question they bothered to consider. All they were focused on was continuing as before, for as long as possible. They were desperate not to disappear from the universe.

Cloudhawk responded to their attack with a deft flick of his wrist. No one could see Godslayer as it moved, but they could feel its deadly power. It immediately enveloped a group of nearby rebels.

BOOM!

Scarlet flames erupted across their bodies. They were not physical flames and so were unaffected by natural defenses. The fires penetrated into their minds and set them ablaze.

A chorus of mental anguish reverberated through the chamber. All of Cloudhawk’s attackers fell to their knees in agony.

Several of the demons, seeing this, changed their demeanors. Terror filled their eyes. “Hellpyre! It’s Hellpyre!”

They were right. This was the power of the fallen Fourth Seal and had been recently liberated from Crokel. It belonged to Cloudhawk now, after he defeated the elder. These fires were impossible to extinguish, cursing its victims with eternal torment.

“For Gehenna!”

A group of burning Zarayzi fought past the pain and attacked Cloudhawk. Theirs was a tenacious race, full of potential. Unfortunately, even the mightiest were easily felled by Hellpyre. Already, their attacks were weak and ineffective.

A plume of green fire belched from Godslayer as he dragged it before him. Castigation Fire flooded the area, swallowing up scores of renegades. Their deaths were quick, and soon, the air was choked with the ashes of the fallen.

“Kill the human!”

Several of the demons steeled themselves and attacked their King. However, they were afraid of injury, so instead of going for the man directly, they went for the young one who came with him. If the Demon King brought her along, it was because she was important to him. Together, they could overwhelm her. The Demon King would be forced onto the defensive, and they would be able to probe for a weakness.

But as they launched their attacks, they fell upon a shield of pale white surrounding her. Far from causing harm, their blows were deflected back at them or flung away. It was Cloudhawk’s defense that saved her. Nothing they did could fight through it.

“How many powers does he have?!”

The renegades were confronted with just how versatile Cloudhawk could be, much to their dismay. He hadn’t used his spatial powers at all so far, and still, they were unable to land a blow.

All the while, the Demon King was silent. His form flickered, and suddenly, there were two of him. Another flash and now there were four, then eight, then sixteen! In the blink of an eye, the chamber was filled with dozens of “Demon Kings”.

Godslayer burned menacingly in the hands of all of them. Lethal flashes of black, purple, red, and green danced across the steel. It was the shadow power of his Mask of a Thousand Faces, the Lightning God’s doppelgänger powers, or a combination of the two.

Was there any limit to what Cloudhawk could do?

It was a silly concept, as far as Cloudhawk was concerned. His power grew with each passing day, as did his deep understanding of relics. For most relics he came in contact with, he quickly learned how to imitate their abilities without the object itself.

In other words, there was no limit. Cloudhawk was perhaps the only creature in the universe with this power.
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Cloudhawk and his copies all raised their swords. A storm of energies, all different, sprang to life. Suddenly, the area was thick with power and a dark momentum that washed over the rebels. The oppressive presence of death descended on them all.

Now they understood just how foolish they had been. Kill the Demon King? How ridiculous to even consider it. He was the master of Gehenna, tyrant of the Tower of Babel. Even alone – like now – it was foolish to think they could kill him.

Cloudhawk was too strong. Even if they could get in close with a sneak attack, nothing indicated they had a chance to bring him down.

Most shocked of all was Azura. The human girl didn’t even have the strength to fight on the front lines, yet here she was among alien beings and demons. In her experience, Master Demon Hunters were the pinnacle of achievement, but the creatures she saw now were at least as strong. However, before Cloudhawk, they were like children. All their attempts to use Azura to gain an advantage were thwarted.

Her body was wrapped in a steady shell of white light, strong and impervious. The deluge of attacks aimed at her were all deflected. Her attackers were being neutralized. Of course, it was thanks to Cloudhawk. Few, even among these grand races, could overcome his defenses.

The fledgling rebel organization was made up of strong members, but here in Gehenna, they were far from the upper echelons. Even combined, they posed a minimal threat to Cloudhawk. Even the Demon King himself was finding it hard to rein in his own growing power. Since joining with the Demon King’s Cuirass, Cloudhawk’s potential was being fully realized. His level of mastery was more perfect than ever and improving at a frightening rate.

But gaining strength wasn’t always good, especially if gained quickly. The potential for harmful side effects increased.

He could feel the rapid changes, the changes to his mental state. The more he learned about the nature of matter, the more he delved into its secrets, the more he came to know the rules of the universe. As this omnipotence increased, he felt less. His humanity began to diminish.

Cloudhawk was now the Demon King. Would the leader of Gehenna ever go back to being a human scav?

He didn’t know. Cloudhawk figured there was no going back, and he had to embrace his new identity. After defeating Sumeru’s vanguard, he compounded this by stealing the souls of all the defeated gods. Absorbing all of that so quickly had been dangerous, almost reckless.

Absorbing that power was actually the process of dominating what remained of a god’s will. If one’s own will was weak, it opened the door for the god to take control or cause a mental breakdown. Really, there were not many shortcuts to cultivating one’s mental abilities.

This process they discovered was quick, but hidden dangers lurked. Taking in more than one could handle would invariably lead to problems. That was why Cloudhawk never had Azura or the younger Awakened go through the process. The young or weak did not have the mental prowess or will to succeed. Power was like water, and one needed to have the proper vessel to contain it.

Cloudhawk’s force of will was undoubtedly strong, but even so, absorbing the psyches of several hundred gods came with significant risks. He knew this but proceeded anyway. More than anything, what he needed now was strength. Strength to go head-to-head against a Marshal like the Abyssal God, or an elder like Crokel, and win handily.

A stout member of the Protans drew himself up. In his hands was a crystalline screen of light that extended towards Cloudhawk. It became a shockwave that flattened everything it touched and coated it in crystal.

At the same time, the Protan turned his body into a flow of particles. He whipped around the many copies of the Demon King, preparing to turn them all into clouds of atomic dust. Meanwhile, the Tylons and Zarayzi relied on their sturdy bodies to withstand Cloudhawk’s ire. Many among them were sturdier than even the mightiest human warriors – more so than even the likes of Skye or Vulkan.

Discerning their plans was not difficult for the Demon King. However, he made no effort to stop them. There was a burst of energy from dozens of Godslayer swords. Scores of varying energies gathered together in a display the denizens of Gehenna couldn’t fathom. They formed into an enormous blade, composed entirely of energy, which cleaved into the heart of the rebels.

In the face of this power, the proud and tenacious Tylons were atomized. The Zarayzi, whose mutated forms could survive in the harshest of environments, vanished in a dismal puff of smoke. There was no creature here with the constitution to withstand the blow.

The blazing sword plowed further into the crowd. It swept away Protans and engulfed Vulpites. Physical energies were woven together with rarer forces like spatial, psychic, and consumptive. Against whatever life form, there was at least a portion of Cloudhawk’s attack that proved lethal.

Most of the rebels were destroyed in a single blow. Fear and disbelief raged in the hearts of those demons who had turned against their King. He was too strong! If the former King were alive today, even he would fall before this human’s might.

“We surrender!”

Several of the demons realized the futility of fighting. There was no hope of overcoming the Demon King, so they threw themselves to the ground and appealed to his mercy.

However, the cold voice of the Demon King had no mercy to offer. “The time for a change of heart has passed.”

Struck with terror and astonishment, the demons tried to flee. The Demon King hacked at them with his weapon, and pure destruction ripped through the air. One of them was caught and hit the ground as a pile of gore. The remaining two were frantic. The King gave no quarter.

“Tyrant! Mad King!”

“Our race will be destroyed by your hands!”

Cloudhawk paid the accusations no mind. One more cut and he silenced them forever. More looked for a way to escape, but Cloudhawk had turned this into his domain. There was no escaping from the Demon King’s territory.

Desperate attempts to escape through relics failed. Even Vulpites with their quantum bodies could find no exit. The Demon King held sole dominion over space here. No one would be permitted to live. He would destroy them all in the most merciless fashion he could manage. Thus did scores of Gehenna’s strongest fall beneath the blade of the King.

When it was finished, Cloudhawk stood among the corpses as though taking a stroll through a flower garden. He turned to Azura and put a hand against the barrier around her. “Did you pay attention?”

She was frightened, shaken by the brutality of the scene. She remembered her teacher as a gentle and accepting man. A generous leader. But the face he revealed today was that of an unfeeling overlord. He had shown no compassion in his slaughter of these people.

The power and savagery of the scene would remain with her forever. Who knew how these memories would shape her?

Blood dripped off Godslayer’s plain blade. “Do you think they were wrong?”

These people had secretly gathered in defiance of their king. It was hard to say they were wicked. In fact, many were righteous and good. All they wanted was the best for their race, to protect the world they knew.

Azura thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Was I wrong?”

The Demon King was trying to mobilize every ounce of power against Sumeru. Maybe he was leading them to destruction. Maybe he was exposing everyone to life-threatening danger. But it was also the only way to save everyone. If they didn’t eliminate the threat of the gods, sooner or later, they would come for Gehenna. Could she say he was wrong to grasp at every chance to save them?

“No.”

“This is war. Us against them. Me against Sumeru. There’s never any right or wrong – only victory and defeat. When the loser stands to lose everything, the only option is to win.”

Azura was quiet, absorbed in thought.

“Abaddon killed a good friend of mine many years ago. Frost killed Dawn’s grandfather. But for all their crimes, those two are still useful to me. That’s why they’re still alive.” The Demon King’s eyes were fixed on the young girl before him. “But to traitors who stand in the way, even if they are just and kind, keeping them around will just cause more harm. Remember, as a leader, the first thing you must learn is who to kill and who to spare.”

“But teacher… what makes you any different from Arcturus Cloude?”

The Demon King was silent in the face of his young pupil’s question. Yes… how was what he did different from the governor? He was willing to sacrifice anything in pursuit of their final goal.

Azura sensed that perhaps she’d said something wrong. “I’m sorry, teacher. I know everything you do is for the best. No one else can do better.”

Cloudhawk remembered a story, about a warrior and a demon. After countless trials and tribulations, the warrior finally put the beast down, only to discover he himself had become the next monster. Was it the influence of the demon that caused the warrior to fall, or was it the corruption of power that did it?

He patted her shoulder. “If we defeat the gods, mankind will rebuild from the ruins. I hope that when you wear my mantle, you will do a better job than I am.”

There was no going back, not for the Demon King. A new world had to arise from the ashes, and it was Cloudhawk’s job to burn it all down. Upending the existing order was the only way to make space for what was to come. Then maybe things would be different.

Azura was at a loss. So many powerful people were following her teacher. Why did he think she would lead anyone? She couldn’t understand. There was also something in his tone that worried her. Like he’d already seen where his road ends.
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Cloudhawk didn’t fret over where his story would end. Everyone had their role to play.

He was lucky enough to see his fate clearly before him. Defeat the gods and free the demons from their chains. Whatever happened to him in the end, his time would have passed. It would be time to step down.

The new world that followed? The rebuilding and the culture? He wasn’t equipped for that. He was a wartime leader.

Recovery. The Demon King was responsible for so much of what was broken. Fixing it would be the task of Azura and people like her. The world of the future would be so much more complicated. Demons and gods, humans old and new, the races of Gehenna, other unknown denizens of the universe… The task of building a coalition where they all lived in harmony was a difficult one.

“Let’s go.”

Cloudhawk had eliminated the secret cabal trying to undermine his orders. Afterwards, he brought Azura to the Tower of Babel, and before long, news of these happenings spread through the city. Many of those who had died at the Demon King’s hands were well-known to their people. Hiding the executions would be impossible.

Of course, there were some adjustments to the narrative. These fiends had been caught in the midst of an assassination attempt, but failed when the target of their dark plot fought back. The Demon King killed all of these foul betrayers, and they paid for their ignorance. It was news that caused quite the stir among Gehenna’s people.

Few among the plotters were ordinary folk. Pick any one among them and it was likely a familiar name. Some of the famous faces were semi-legendary figures, mighty warriors, or local leaders. To many, it came as a shock to learn that these rebels had tried to kill the Demon King. Why? To stop a war with the gods? But even more incredible was that all of them together were still no match for Cloudhawk.

Two things came as a consequence of the failed plot. First, everyone realized how much stronger the Demon King was than what they assumed. It served to bolster his support. Second, everyone now knew the result of questioning the King’s orders. Whatever one’s station, strength, or influence, standing against the Demon King was inviting disaster. In these trying times, unity was not optional.

Once more, the Demon King asserted his dominance.

Under the banners of fear and reverence, the people of Gehenna were more loyal to their King than ever. The formation of their armies picked up speed. Meanwhile, the Tower of Babel did all within its power to manipulate public opinion.

Cloudhawk’s criteria for selecting warriors was simple: they had to be of age and had to have reached a standard of strength.

He didn’t want anyone too young. They didn’t need more cannon fodder. Anyone from any race, so long as they met the requirements, was called on to serve. Under the expert supervision of the Tower, Cloudhawk’s army quickly took shape.

Cloudhawk also kept busy. He had preparations to make for the army, its equipment, and their battle plans. He had to understand it all in order to make the best use of their limited resources. From his predecessor’s memories, Cloudhawk knew the old King had a cache of equipment left over from the last fight with the gods. He summoned Korath and tasked the elder to share what he knew.

“Most of the races in Gehenna have at least some psychic ability, so our equipment is mostly designed to take advantage of that. However, over the last thousand years, our supply of Source has diminished, so these tools have lost their function.”

Korath used the time it took for them to travel to the cache to explain the situation.

“The former Demon King saved up the best he could get his hands on. Since no one has been able to use them, they’ve been kept in storage.”

Psychic power was just another way to say mental energy. It was a medium that allowed one to remold subatomic information.

It came from the will of conscious things, utilizing thought to enact changes in the universe around them. Everything was about strings and resonance, altering reality in defiance of what physics said was possible. An inexplicable power.

Psychic energy was, in fact, the greatest power in all the cosmos. It was a capability shared by gods, demons, and most other highly evolved species. So far, the only physical resource that was known to have psychic properties was Source. Besides their strength, it was Source that powered the gods’ galactic conquest.

Source didn’t form naturally. So far, the only known way to create it was through refinement of a psychically active soul. In order to harvest Source, the gods had to continuously destroy civilizations that could provide it.

Demons were once gods. When the former Demon King liberated them, he also took a great deal of Sumeran technology. This included Source-powered machines, relics, and other combat equipment. Relics, of course, utilized the power of the wielder to function. These had already been disseminated among Gehenna’s populace and been mastered by their bearers. However, some of the other weapons functioned differently, especially the larger ones.

“Look, your Majesty. This is the legacy of the former King.”

Korath led them into a basin, where waiting at the bottom lay a considerable trove of goods. He hovered by the elder’s side, peering over the hoard with discerning eyes. One item in particular caught his attention – a spaceship. No, a mothership.

He stared at the sleek, eight-thousand-foot-long black vessel parked quietly in the basin. It was so large that from a human’s perspective, it was too big to see the whole thing at once. Even from a distance, Cloudhawk was struck by its size.

“There are at least a hundred battleships inside of it,” Korath said as he introduced the ship. “If we can get it moving, this ship alone could wipe out a planet. Unfortunately, it demands a lot of power. Gather all the fuel in Gehenna and we could only get it started for a few moments.”

Cloudhawk was surprised to see how rich his predecessor’s coffers really were. This was probably the ship he used when escaping Sumeru with the other rebels. When Gehenna was established, there was no further need for the ship. Anyway, without any fuel, it was as useful as a heap of scrap metal.

Its fuel was psychic power. If every single demon got together to power the ship, they could get it running, but getting so many to work together was not an easy feat. It would be like a single body whose every bone, ligament, and muscle had a mind of its own as it tried to run a marathon. Such a person would hardly be able to put one foot in front of the other.

They couldn’t coordinate ten thousand demons, nor did they have enough Source as an alternative. In the end, the Demon King’s ship sat unused in this crater. Only now, things were different. Cloudhawk had a wealth of Source, enough to get it flying again. By virtue of this vessel’s capabilities, they should have enough firepower to punch a hole in Sumeru’s external defenses.

“There is more that may help.”

Korath approached a spire that was jutting up from the ground. It was perfectly crafted, spotlessly white and without blemish. The tower was split into disparate segments that hovered close together. Cloudhawk felt the odd power it emanated.

He was struck by it. “This is...”

“The Tower of Soul Transference, also called the Sublime Spire,” Korath explained. “It can transform a physical creature into a spiritual form while retaining all its psychic ability.”

Cloudhawk knew what it was. The Sublime Spire. In short, it turned the physical into the spiritual. It was created in Sumeru. At that time, the gods knew that the spirits of psychic races could be transformed into Source. They designed this tower to try and refine whole civilizations immediately, without waiting for them to die.

However, things were not so simple. The gods learned that souls could not be coerced. In order to become Source, the souls had to be completely willing. Any resistance and the process would fail. Forced transformation wouldn’t work.

Thus. they were forced to change tactics. First, they would destroy whatever civilization they came upon, then establish themselves as saviors to the ones they let survive. If the race was not yet developed, the gods would cultivate them until they were ready for harvest.

Earth and its humans were a perfect example.

Gods arrived and obliterated human society. Through external means, they stimulated the evolution of the survivors, awakened their psychic abilities, and guided them to establish gods as the ultimate faith-based authority. Over time, humanity’s zeal turned it into a religion.

The faithful were mistakenly taught that when they died, their spirit ascended to Mount Sumeru. What an honor, to serve at the gods’ side for eternity! So it was that when they did, there was no resistance. As obedient as beaten puppies, the spirits gathered to become fuel for the gods.

A simple but effective method.

For the gods, this spire was a failed experiment, but Cloudhawk could see one important use for it. With this tool, a single soldier could fight twice.

Warriors who died in battle could rise again as spirits. For a short time, they could continue to fight for their allies, thus dramatically strengthening Cloudhawk’s forces.

He was pleased with this gift from the former Demon King.
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Cloudhawk picked through the rest of the Demon King’s cache.

His predecessor’s legacy was abundant. Bringing them to the city, repairing them, and feeding them Source, he could use them along with the Sumeran equipment left on the moon. The sheer destructive capabilities of these arms would make anyone shudder.

Word came from the Elder of the Tenth Seal, Belial. All preparations had been made. Hearing this, Cloudhawk left the task of preparing Gehenna’s forces to Korath and left for Emerald Star. He left Azura there with a batch of relics he had no use for and instructed her to pass them out among her people.

With that, he made his way to the Southern Capital.

Belial and the Shepherd God were waiting. In accordance with Cloudhawk’s instructions, the two had concocted a way to enter the Divine Matrix. They were ready to infiltrate the gods and find Sumeru’s location.

Easy enough to say. It was the doing that got complicated.

The pieces of the puzzle were numerous: Cloudhawk, the Shepherd God, a few captured gods, and Belial’s inventions. In principle, with the artisan’s equipment, Cloudhawk could connect to the Divine Matrix through their prisoners. Once a way in was discovered, the Shepherd God’s mental power would upload his consciousness and give him access.

Put simply, Cloudhawk was an engineered virus, poised to infect the gods’ system.

It wasn’t the first or even second time he’d made the trip, except he’d just scratched the surface of the Matrix previously. Cloudhawk was much stronger this time, and with the help of the Shepherd God and Belial, he could delve further than before.

Time to give it a shot.

In a bleak and typical wastelands valley, a cadre of demonic soldiers were stationed. In the lowest part of the valley was a basin wherein several psionic towers had been arrayed. In the center of them all was an enclosed cell, like a bird cage. Eighty percent of the cage was built from pure Source, mostly the bars. Within every translucent pillar was the body of a god.

Each of these gods had been badly wounded and captured alive during the recent fighting. Belial had dutifully performed “minor surgery” on each of them so that they were in permanent comas. Their minds were still intact, but they couldn’t communicate with the rest of their species.

If Cloudhawk wanted to enter the Divine Matrix, he had to do it by connecting through these soldiers. It was just the same as trying to upload data into a machine. A channel was required to facilitate the transfer, be it wired or wireless.

Formerly, the Cloud God set all of that up. Their godly ally hadn’t severed his connection to the Matrix, making him the perfect conduit for easy infiltration. The situation was different now. The Shepherd God couldn’t connect directly to the Matrix, so they instead would build a bridge with the minds of their captive gods.

The ins and outs of it were complicated, but the details did not capture Cloudhawk’s interest. All he needed to know was if he could find what he was after.

“I must warn you, your Majesty. Entering the Divine Matrix this way has never been attempted. Up to this point, everything is theoretical.” Belial was explicit in his warnings. “Even if your Majesty successfully infiltrates the Matrix, many dangers remain.”

“Now is not the time for pointless chatter.” Time was precious. They couldn’t afford to waste even a single minute.

In response, Belial ceased his warnings. The Demon King had made up his mind. There was no changing it.

Cloudhawk and the Shepherd God entered the cage. They sat cross-legged in the middle, facing each other. Belial fiddled with the equipment outside. After he engaged the equipment, the psionic towers all flared to life. Flows of light and energy pervaded the cage, and the Source pillars began to spin.

A beam of light shot up from the cage. A massive column pierced the sky and out into the darkness of space.

Cloudhawk took a deep breath, adjusted his position a little and then nodded to the Shepherd God. “Begin. Send me through.”

“Be careful.” The Shepherd God placed her hand upon Cloudhawk’s head. In the instant contact was made, he felt like he was flung from his body.

His will and spirit disconnected from his physical form. All at once, he felt liberated from material fetters, entirely detached and part of the spiritual world. He could still feel his body, even changes in the environment around him. Only his mind was free to travel. Sensations were different in this state.

Eyes were the organs through which he ordinarily viewed the world, but he had no eyes anymore. Before, he was able to measure distances and understand his physical location, but now, distance didn’t seem to mean anything. How could it, when space in spiritual reality was something else entirely?

He felt like his consciousness could reach out to every corner of the universe!

Since will and thought were unbound by constraints, the gods could still communicate even across vast distances. There were hundreds of thousands of light years between members of the species, but they were all connected through their Divine Matrix.

Cloudhawk shed his physical self and became a free-floating spirit. Things that his ordinary senses couldn’t pick up were clear to him now. Emotions, for instance.

Emotions were abstract things. Cloudhawk could feel how emotions influenced the world around them, each with its own sort of “color.” He felt Selene busily organizing her forces, Hellflower doggedly researching new equipment. Bruno, Gorman, Phoenix, and all the other soldiers… he felt them all.

The universe of pure mental energy was a shadow of the physical world. They existed side by side, inexorably connected. But there was much that was indescribable about this place, for it defied explanation. Ordinary logic did not apply, and yet for all this strangeness, there was a definite order. Cloudhawk was a piece of this intangible world now. No physical processes could locate him or pin him down. In essence, his mind was no longer a part of the physical world at all.

“The connection is complete. Opening a channel.” The Shepherd God’s solemn voice echoed all around.

Cloudhawk felt an impossibly large, magnificent world of brilliance open up before him. It existed in his mind as a vast city floating alone in a spiritual universe. It was full of unimaginable mental energy. This was the Divine Matrix

A powerful gravity-like force dragged him forward. For a brief instant, everything sped by as he passed through this mental wormhole. Then, the “light” returned, and he found himself among the towering structures he remembered.

Cloudhawk shook himself from his shock at the strangeness of it all. Time to get to work.

“Reality” as he was accustomed to reasserted itself here. Once again, there manifested the concepts of space and time, structures like buildings, and various landscapes. A world of unprecedented scale – yet comfortably familiar – was revealed to him.

What’s this? Cloudhawk discovered that he was clad in divine armor. Likely a disguise as part of his connection through the soldiers, designed to make him blend in. He stood peering out over the most magnificent city he’d ever seen.

While he interacted with the world in a customarily physical fashion, much of it defied logic. It was a continent formed by loosely connected floating islands, hovering in a starless universe. There was no sun or moon, but every corner of the city was bathed in light. This sourceless illumination ensured that no shadows existed.

Cloudhawk made his way down the ever-winding streets. Other gods came and went, making their way with unnaturally stiff movements like those of robots. Emotionless, with mechanical efficiency, each movement was precise and calculated. Although it was bustling with scores of gods, their robotic mannerisms made everything feel empty and a little absurd.

What was all this activity?

Cloudhawk regarded the floating islands nearby. It felt like a dream, though he knew there was some complex system of mapping that was used. The Divine Matrix was as illusory as it was real. Both existing and not. Permanent and temporary. All the figures that he brushed shoulders with were the minds of gods – it was a world composed of mental projections.

It was all a dream built by Cloudhawk’s consciousness, but a shared dream where each part had a real-world source. Everything was illogical as a dream might be, but the information and interactive components were as real as anything.

One could say it was like a mirror world of the divine realm.


21 / Mount Sumeru


A dream. Real and, at the same time, not.

This time, his experience in the Divine Matrix was very different. It was all an illusion, with no fixed form and adjusted by the activity of the mind. The dreamer influenced the dream, and other dreamers.

It was probably because he was entering the Matrix in a different way than before. The Cloud God was his vessel before, but this time, Cloudhawk uploaded his own consciousness. With the extensive changes to his own state, it stood to reason that how he perceived this place would also change.

“This city is a projection, like a hologram. All the gods you see are real. Their physical selves exist somewhere out in the universe.”

“So what the hell am I?”

Cloudhawk could clearly feel that every silhouette represented a real god’s will. If damage was done to their consciousness here, what would happen to their bodies?

The thought flashed through his mind, but he took no action. He was an invasive consciousness. This world belonged to the gods. According to his understanding, the surface appearance of this place was deceptive. There were several protective measures and defense systems that would activate if he was discovered. Without waiting for orders, these anti-infiltration measures would activate and cause him no end of troubles.

What’s more, there were thousands, maybe even tens of thousands of minds here. He was vastly outnumbered, and one misstep could turn all of them against him. His mental strength could be twice what it was and still not be enough to defeat them all. He couldn’t face the entire godly race by himself. Anyway, there was no telling how long his trip would last. He had to get to business.

His mission was to find Sumeru’s physical coordinates. His consciousness had been successfully uploaded into the Divine Matrix. Now, how was he supposed to find what he was after? As he pondered the issue, he stepped in front of one of the passing godly consciousnesses.

When their two spectral bodies collided, Cloudhawk was flooded with a strange sensation. It wasn’t a physical connection so much as two magnets snapping together. Forced together by the strong attraction, their two minds combined.

BANG!

Cloudhawk felt himself catapulted through space. Environments flashes by like he was soaring through tunnel after tunnel. Thoughts, images, and information rushed through his mind at light speed. When at last he opened his eyes, he found himself in a dark crystalline chamber.

“What happened? Where am I?

Cloudhawk reached out and shoved the crystal door, pushing it open. Several cloaked figures with tough, rock-like skin were waiting outside. When they saw Cloudhawk emerge, they all exclaimed and prostrated themselves before him.

He was beginning to understand. It seemed as though he had temporarily taken control of a god’s body. That’s how he appeared in this unfamiliar place. When he realized what was happening, Cloudhawk rose up out of the Temple to look upon the world beyond.

Three suns burned overhead, all at a great distance. Their light was dim, making the world appear locked in perpetual dusk. Scores of strange and alien structures peppered the landscape, with rock-like beings shuffling back and forth among them.

Building cities. Erecting Temples. Worshiping the gods.

It was a remarkable and outlandish experience. First uploading his consciousness into the Divine Matrix, then taking over the physical body of a god. He could, in theory, visit anywhere in the universe this way and look upon other captive civilizations.

This place was obviously far from Cloudhawk’s own planet, a hundred thousand light years or more. Clearly, this unidentified species was going down the same path as humanity before.

Cloudhawk’s theories were further informed by what he saw.

It was an incredible discovery that he could take over a god’s body. While the gods could communicate over infinite distances, that didn’t necessarily mean they could share control of a physical form. If that were the case, the God King could take over any god in the network, which didn’t seem to be possible.

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how he was able to do it.

Maybe it had something to do with how he entered the Divine Matrix this time? Or maybe it was something special about Cloudhawk himself that he gained after fully joining with the former Demon King?

Either way, now wasn’t the time to get into it. Temporarily taking control of a god didn’t help with the task at hand. Searching its memory, no information about Sumeru was forthcoming.

Most ordinary gods probably didn’t know where Sumeru was. Since they all communicated psychically, the location wasn’t important. If Cloudhawk wanted to find the place, he had to first find a god that lived there.

Cloudhawk piloted his borrowed body back into the crystal chamber and relinquished control. He appeared again within the dreamworld Matrix, surrounded by a crowd of oblivious gods. Their mechanical, aimless back and forth was uninterrupted.

He looked over the massive city and spied a tower in the center whose top disappeared into the heavens. If he had to guess, that was the local projection of Sumeru. Cloudhawk floated towards it.

However, as he drew near, an ominous sense washed over him. Space tore open, and from the fissure emerged a chain-link web of light that barred his progress.

Some sort of automatic security system? Cloudhawk paid it no mind. He knew that at his current strength, these barriers couldn’t keep him out. So, he pushed past the lock and into the tower. Only, once he was inside, his consciousness received another shock.

Again, he was careening through space. When his senses returned, he was somewhere else. It was impossible to tell whether it was day or night, whether he was in the air or under water. There wasn’t even ground or sky with which to orient himself. The surrounding environment no longer had a fixed shape, and physics appeared to hold no sway.

This wasn’t like any planet he’d ever seen. It was a chaotic void. Cloudhawk had the distinct sense that this was Mount Sumeru.


22 / Coordinates


Cloudhawk had never been to Mount Sumeru. No one had ever described the place to him either. But the second he stepped foot in the place, his intuition told him that this was what he was looking for. He could feel all the minds of the gods gathering here, like a hub. Only Sumeru would feel like this.

He considered his current form. Little more than a thought, really; a piece of data inscribed on the cosmos. He was a strange thing, and this building was a strange place. In the center of it was an undulating mass of spatial pockets.

These pockets were areas of space-time, condensed to form areas of self-contained reality. Surrounding these pockets was a chaotic and illogical expanse filled with wild energies. Cloudhawk’s consciousness hovered on the border until he pressed forward, slipping through a sort of film. Suddenly, he was inside one of the pockets, wearing the body of a god.

“I’m finally here.”

Cloudhawk could hardly believe it. He was here, on Sumeru.

Mount Sumeru was very different from the world he was accustomed to. It wasn’t a half-complete subspace dimension like Gehenna. It was smaller in comparison, but Sumeru was as whole as a true reality.

As he moved forward, Cloudhawk could sense the will of the cosmos. He looked around and saw billions of stars hovering in the dark void beyond. The universe he knew was nothing more than one of these pockets – a vesicle containing a vast amount of matter and energy. These smaller capsules were subspace dimensions of the highest order.

Most pocket dimensions were not built on sound natural laws. This made them impossible to enter and develop. Others were like Gehenna, with inherent flaws on the microscopic level but were otherwise stable enough to support life for a long period of time.

Mount Sumeru was unique. It was more like a spaceship, slipping through the void. It affixed itself to the membrane of the universe, existing both inside and out. Both were independent, existing as parallel dimensions rather than one being inside the other. Cloudhawk thought that Sumeru must not be natural but created by something. Whatever species could create a place like this, though, had to be unimaginably evolved.

What kind of civilization was this? They had the ability to traverse the multiverse – not just from one star system to another, but through whole universes. And the gods? Were they just toy soldiers left behind?

Arcturus Cloude had probably figured it out. Legion, too. Beyond the gods was an even greater power. But what sort of creatures were they? What form did they take? Surely it was beyond mortal comprehension.

Now wasn’t the time to get mired in a philosophical swamp. Cloudhawk was determined to tear Sumeru down. Maybe that would be the spark, tearing down a pantheon. Acquiring the power of Sumeru for themselves was how they could stand firm as masters of their own universe. Without it, relying only on the alliance of devils and humans, they were a small boat that would capsize in rough waters.

Once accustomed to this new state, Cloudhawk began to explore the pocket. Far in the distance was a faint connection that tugged at him, something recognizable. That was where the southern wilds were.

After a certain threshold, distance failed to mean anything anymore. A place like Sumeru was so phenomenally far that no ship could ever reach it. But if Cloudhawk could feel the coordinates and know the dimension, he could connect two locations across space.

He focused his mind, and his will formed into a small gemstone.

This gem was Cloudhawk’s will, given form as a minor phase stone. It was a marker through which he could record a position, across space and dimensions. With this information, a portal could be opened at will. His own key to Sumeru.

The true Phase Stone was on Cloudhawk’s person, now a part of him since joining with the Demon King’s Cuirass. Like an external organ, it pulsed against his chest, conveying its power.

Back in the southern wastes…

Belial and Autumn watched Cloudhawk as he sat in quiet repose. The stone set in the center of his chest had begun to flicker. Lines emerged, visible to the naked eye. They were rapidly scrolling lines of data.

“He’s recording Sumeru’s location?” Belial’s expression revealed his shock. “He can do that? But how? It doesn’t make any sense!”

Belial never had high hopes for Cloudhawk’s rash operation. Never did he imagine Cloudhawk would find Sumeru’s location in this bizarre excursion. And to record it all! Was he serious about invading Sumeru? Perhaps the whispers were true – maybe the Demon King really was insane.

Autumn’s face was drawn and pale. She was teetering on the edge of exhaustion. She could feel that Cloudhawk had moved somewhere else, too far to fathom. If Cloudhawk didn’t maintain a constant connection to his body, there was the risk of him remaining as a spirit forever. He would never find his way back home.

But through the crushing pressure, Autumn smiled when she saw the Phase Stone spark to life. Yes, his plan sounded insane, but Cloudhawk had the power to make the impossible a reality. He was special. No other living thing was like him.

The Phase Stone darkened once the information transfer was complete.

Cloudhawk’s mission was a success, but he wasn’t in a hurry to leave just yet. Rare was the chance to enter Sumeru. He had no way to bring back any souvenirs, but he could at least take a look around. If he was familiar with the layout, it would help during their attack.

Sumeru existed here as a bubble universe, sub-divided into space-time vesicles. Every sector had enormous island-like structures floating inside, and all were connected by a series of tunnels. At first glance, it looked like molecules in an atom writ large.

The islands were all blanketed in buildings, mostly arranged in rows of neatly-organized towers. In the center vesicle, which was the largest, a single enormous spire rose up like a finger of light. This one seemed like the heart of the entire array. An engine? Some kind of signal device?

Whatever it was, Cloudhawk was certain the moment he saw it. That was the heart of Sumeru.


23 / Reacquainted


Sumeru existed in a state beyond human comprehension. It even existed beyond the boundaries of what gods and demons understood. It involved a civilization that could travel among multiple universes.

If Sumeru was indeed created instead of naturally formed, then the species responsible had to be greater than any other in this universe. Really, such beings were no different from the human concept of a god.

Even with the former Demon King’s memories and experiences, Cloudhawk couldn’t completely understand what he was looking at. The buildings and their distribution all seemed to have a function, but what that function was remained a mystery. When he raised his head, he saw hundreds of prismatic crystals floating among the cosmic dust clouds. They looked like flawless diamonds scattered across a velvet cloth, frozen in place.

When Cloudhawk looked closer, he saw that all of them had a honeycomb sort of structure. Lying within every segment, bathed in rainbow light, was the body of a god.

Were these sleeping chambers of some sort? It sure seemed as though the gods liked to sleep.

In the eyes of humans, gods were an enigmatic species. They lived infinite lives, wielded immense psychic power, and had an inexhaustible trove of knowledge to draw from. Yet they had no personal desires or emotions of any kind. Their natural apathy made desire difficult, or impossible.

A race where every member lived the life of a monk would never prosper. All other races had madmen, entrepreneurs, war hawks, and more. Otherwise, life was just a pool of stagnant water from which nothing grew.

The evolution of society, arts, and science all came from a single root: the marriage of desire and ambition. A change to the status quo only came when members of a civilization felt strong enough to change things. Feeling was the engine of change. Without it, everything remained the same.

Gods were just… executors. They were devout, meticulous, and indifferent to their own lives and deaths. Change wasn’t of any interest at all to them. They couldn’t change themselves, so how could they enact any change in their world? Demons were the opposite extreme.

Gods and demons were one species once. As such, there was much that was similar between them: infinite lifespans, incredible power, and so forth. However, demons treasured freedom and self-determination. They strove to improve their technology, created art, followed their own pursuits, and cherished their lives. They were an ordinary species.

Cloudhawk was certain that with time and opportunity, the demons could create the greatest civilization this universe had ever seen. The gods – although they were greater in number – would never propel their society forward. For them, the only way to progress was to follow orders.

Without direct instruction, the gods just slept. A hundred years, a thousand, it didn’t matter. Only when they were told to did they awaken, and only until their purpose was served. It was an existence completely against biological instinct.

Gods had independent minds, of course. They could understand and react as well as anyone. But peering deeper into themselves – thinking on a deeper level – was forbidden. Where other species had the fundamental ability to explore oneself, this was sealed for the gods. They were no different from the robots of Ark Base and their advanced artificial brains. Unless a mandate was passed down to create a society, nothing would change in divine civilization even over millions of years.

“As expected, most gods aren’t in Sumeru.”

Cloudhawk confirmed his earlier suspicions after looking around for a time. Mount Sumeru was wrapped in an eerie stillness. Ninety percent of the gods here were asleep, and many of the crystal structures were empty. To Cloudhawk, this was proof that most gods were out traveling the universe.

It was a priceless discovery, as far as he was concerned. By judging the number and distribution of these crystals, he was able to get a rough estimate of Sumeru’s defenses. When they did attack, they could use this data to find the weakest spot to break through.

Cloudhawk continued his journey, getting closer to the heart of the divine realm. He discovered that even those gods who were awake paid him no mind.

He wasn’t there physically, of course, only as a projection of his mind. It seemed these gods had no means of detecting his consciousness in this form. Without fear of being detected, he continued towards the central spire.

An enormous, magnificent column of light rose before him.

Cloudhawk could feel that this was more than just this vehicle’s power source. It also contained a staggering amount of information – all of the combined intelligence of the gods was likely inside. This was the tower he saw in the middle of the Divine Matrix.

Every second, trillions of motes of light shot through the column. It was what created and maintained the Divine Matrix. This was where it was all stored, where all the gods across the vast reaches of space connected together.

If it was destroyed, the entire Divine Matrix would fall with it.

If he could get here, he could remove the seal from every god’s mind.

Of course, he knew that destroying this thing was easier said than done. The gods wouldn’t leave their greatest weakness exposed. In his current form, he couldn’t use any of his powers and thus couldn’t test their defenses. All he could do was take this information back to his people, plan their attack, and figure it out then.

But it was strange… Why didn’t he feel the God King’s presence?

Since Cloudhawk entered Sumeru, the God King had not appeared to be aware of his presence. Likewise, he couldn’t feel his nemesis either. Perhaps the God King wasn’t here?

Cloudhawk extended his perception further in the hopes of learning more. Suddenly, a very active mental signature caught his attention, one he recognized.

He urged his consciousness forward towards the source of the fluctuations. It led him to one of the crystals, where inside was sleeping a form unlike all the others. She was human, with snow-white skin and long golden hair that floated like wisps behind the crystal facets.

“Dawn?!”

Disbelief flooded his mind. Dawn… wasn’t dead? Cloudhawk had doomed her with his own hand. He had cast her out into the depths of space to die with the Chaos Beast. By all rights, there should be nothing left of her. So what was she doing here?

Furthermore, why was she sleeping like the gods, locked in these crystals? And something else… there was something inside of her, a power he didn’t recognize.

What was going on?

He was weighing how to learn more when Dawn seemed to feel his presence. Her eyes fluttered open, and light poured from her pupils. When he looked into them, Cloudhawk lost control of his will.

The projection of his consciousness couldn’t be sustained. He disappeared from Sumeru, reeling backward through the cosmos until he fell back into his own body.


24 / Call to Arms


Cloudhawk explained everything he learned while in Sumeru. The whole thing sounded like a fairy tale to the others, especially to Hellflower, who was struck dumb by the news. She was trained to see things in a scientific light, but all the things Cloudhawk described sounded outlandish and impossible.

If what Cloudhawk said was true, then Sumeru existed in its own split in space-time. That meant that any mode of travel, even if it could reach light speed or even beyond that, wasn’t going to get them to their destination. Sumeru surpassed even Gehenna in terms of safety and isolation.

The demon homeland was well-concealed, but as an underlying level of their reality, it wasn’t unreachable. Certain advanced technologies could locate Gehenna and provide entry. Sumeru, on the other hand, existed outside of their universe. In other words, unless a species had developed to the point where they could explore the multiverse, there was no way to reach Sumeru even if they knew where it was.

However, Cloudhawk had found a way. First, he uploaded his mind into the hologram world of the Divine Matrix. Then, he used the Matrix itself as a channel to jump directly into Sumeru, where he saw the gods’ home for the first time.

Science had no way to explain this process. Cloudhawk had moved from the physical realm to the spiritual, then onward to a parallel universe. Spirit, universe, Sumeru. What connected these three? How was Cloudhawk able to make a journey like that?

“You said you saw Dawn there?”

Besides Hellflower, there were several others present. Selene, Legion, Belial, and so forth were listening intently to his discoveries. Each was shocked. They all knew the fate that had befallen Dawn. It was certain death, no question. So what was she doing on Sumeru?

Not just that, but she’d somehow been pulled back from the brink of death. She was as young and healthy as ever, but Cloudhawk had felt the godly power within her. She’d been transformed by it.

“I suspect it is the hand of the God King at work.” Legion voiced the most logical explanation. “The God King’s expansive powers can stop the flow of time, even reverse it. Its direct involvement can explain what you saw.”

Belial interjected, “Why would the God King have any interest in an ordinary human?”

To the people of Earth, Dawn had been a crucial part of the revolution. But if you extended your view to the universe, across the entire scope of what the gods controlled, Dawn was merely a human female of no real importance.

“Perhaps the God King is trying to use her against you?” Selene posited. The God King knew that its ancient rival had been reborn. They were destined for conflict, and if that were the case, perhaps he could control Cloudhawk through his relationship with Dawn. Cloudhawk might be hesitant to hurt his friend, even if it was only her likeness.

“Unlikely. There’s no reason for it.” Cloudhawk had never had a proper confrontation with the ancient power, but he wasn’t totally in the dark. If the God King wanted him dead, it didn’t need to take such complicated steps. From the very beginning, Cloudhawk’s opponent had been pushing him forward, urging him to make the first move.

The God King was looking for a rematch with the Demon King, but to have this fight, the new Demon King had to arise. Cloudhawk couldn’t pretend to know the God King’s mind, but it was obviously strong enough to dominate him without involving Dawn. If she was still alive, it definitely had something to do with him, but why? Cloudhawk didn’t have an answer.

“I have Sumeru’s location. Getting there is harder than I thought, though. We’re going to need a huge labor force to build a portal stronger than any we’ve used before. It needs to hold any tear I make open and keep it stable. That means a lot of energy.”

“Belial can spearhead this effort,” Legion rejoined. “We should have enough Source for the task.”

“I can help,” Hellflower offered.

“We need speed at all costs. When I infiltrated the Divine Matrix, I learned that most gods have left Sumeru. They’re probably coming here. The Abyssal God and its forces were just the beginning, meant to push things along.”

Belial scowled. “You’re saying the southern wastes will be attacked again.”

“With ten times the number of gods – and more than one Marshal.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment before going on. “But this may not be a bad thing. It means our plan to attack Sumeru directly is the right one. Its defenses are weaker, and that gives us a shot. We can’t live out the rest of our time fighting an endless war. We have to make the first move.”

The gods were few in number, at least relatively speaking. One pantheon was responsible for controlling a huge expanse of space. That meant countless star systems, tens of thousands of civilizations, and any number of them were possibly fighting back against oppression. A majority of the gods weren’t involved in keeping things stable, but rather seeking out more societies to dominate.

Gods were waging a constant, one-sided war against the many societies of the universe.

It would be ignorant to assume they were weak, but even though their enemy was powerful, they were outnumbered. Spread thin. Over thousands of years, they tried to bolster their numbers yet never advanced their civilization, by creating an artificial intelligence or other means of colonization for instance.

Maybe they were just molds. Copies with no way to develop any culture or science of their own.

Legion, Belial, and Hellflower took their leave. The division of labor had been determined. Legion would direct the demons to mine for resources. Hellflower and Belial were in charge of harnessing the potent psychic energies of Source to create a stable portal.

Cloudhawk and Selene had their tasks as well. He busied himself with reorganizing the remaining sections within the subspace cube. The space was built back up and retained the time-acceleration properties from before so that projects could be completed faster and more efficiently.

Selene’s job was to coordinate the efforts of the Alliance, Ark Base, and Emerald Star. The old, young, and infirm were kept safe. All the others were tapped to help complete projects or prepare for the invasion of Sumeru. Their forces couldn’t be too large or it would put a strain on the portal. She had to be selective.

They were betting everything on this gamble. Not just the survival of their species, but the fate of the entire universe also hung in the balance.


25 / The Greatest Conflict


Three days later.

Gehenna.

Haborym and several other demon elders held court on a vast plain upon the Gehennan continent. Behind them was a sprawling army, arrayed in neat rows.

This fighting force was a motley collection with a core of roughly ten thousand demons. Dark and ferocious figures with burning red eyes, the demons were surrounded by many different powers. A dark, oppressive sense followed in their wake.

By virtue of these demons alone, they could conquer ninety-nine percent of the universe. After all, any of these beings wielded the power to level mountains. At full strength, they could permanently alter landscapes. Cast this army into battle against any of the great societies and their prey would still fall like wheat before the scythe.

And the demons were just part of the whole.

Many from Gehenna’s other races were galvanized, over a hundred and ninety thousand strong and growing. They were the cream of the crop of their people, leaders and legendary fighters. In addition, they were all equipped with the best technology Gehenna could provide: devastating Tylon war machines, spirit-wounding weapons from the Vulpites, and Zarayzi bio-weapons.

Aside from the Tylons, most soldiers were selected for their exceptional mental powers. All of them were frightening in their ability to fight and destroy. Put into terms an ordinary human could understand, it was like an army of ten thousand Master Demon Hunters, all armed to the teeth.

Ten thousand Master Demon Hunters! How could one even fathom such a number? With a force like that, nothing seemed impossible. Although perhaps not as formidable as the demonic hordes, they were still a mighty fighting force.

“Our army is almost assembled.”

Haborym drew his eyes over the milling black figures. He was filled with excitement, and also apprehension. A fervor filled him regarding the upcoming grand war, but underlying it was the pressure of what they stood to lose.

He saw the conflicted emotions reflected in the eyes of the other elders.

They all had learned their lessons by watching Crokel’s mistake. The new Demon King would tolerate no second-guessing or insubordination. Some perhaps still harbored doubt deep in their hearts. They might not want to participate in this war, but there was no backing out. If their species was to survive, they had to burn the bridges and break the boats. They would either meet spectacular deaths or usher in the beginning of a new era. There was space for nothing else in between.

“The Demon King will lead us to victory! To triumph!”

Roars echoed Haborym’s sentiment. It was a tidal wave of sound loud enough to cause the ground to shudder, calling an end to one thousand years of passivity. As it washed over them, over the people of Gehenna, a new war began.
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Ark Base. The vast, sprawling lands surrounding it.

Grand airships floated in the air above a million high-grade combat droids. The expansive, dead expanse was covered in steel bodies glittering beneath a harsh sun. All had been stashed away and preserved by Father for over a thousand years. Airships and war machines were not all, however. They wielded nuclear bombs and other weapons of mass destruction.

When out in full force, they seemed capable of giving even Gehenna’s army a good fight. In a knock-down, drag-out war between the two, it would be hard to bet on a winner. Unlike the demonic hordes, Father’s army stood in perfect silence.

They were all extensions of the AI’s will. If they were silent, Father was silent. For a thousand years, this consciousness guided humanity’s ancient remnants away from desolation. Now, the problem they faced was outside of its plans and calculations.

Father was still weighing whether the aid it offered Earth’s new denizens was worth the risk. As a machine, Father put its trust in data and statistics. With so little information available about Sumeru, there was no way to make a proper determination about this plan. Father was incapable of making an educated hypothesis about the outcome.

However, it did not take much for Father’s myriad algorithms to assess Cloudhawk’s chances as unfavorable. Even negligible. Probability models identified the most likely outcome being a trap set by the God King. It was waiting for the young Demon King to waltz into unfavorable territory with the bulk of his strength.

Yet, in the final moments, Father’s assessment went contrary to what the data might suggest. Yes, it was a wager. If successful, the payoff would be a new beginning for ancient humans. It would be countless civilizations throwing off their shackles.

And if they lost? Father had already planned for the worst-case scenario. With Ark Base and its interstellar capabilities, Father would gather its charges and abscond. A thousand years or more traveling through the nothingness of space would keep them hidden, until Father discovered a new place where humans could continue to live in seclusion.

Protecting this last spark of ancient humanity was Father’s core directive. It was written into its code, built into its architecture, as indelible as though it were DNA. Humans couldn’t suddenly decide to photosynthesize like plants, and Father was the same. No matter what, it could not betray its prime directive.

Father’s ultimate decision to aid Cloudhawk came after the human dominated Gehenna. It represented the first time in history – and perhaps the only chance ever – for Sumeru to be defeated. Chances were slim, but it was better than nothing.

Peering off into the most distant reaches of the future, before Father’s algorithms and calculations fell apart, it was evident that humanity’s best chance to thrive would be determined now. Cloudhawk’s actions and the actions of everyone who sided with him would determine the future of Earth’s original inhabitants.
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Earth.

The southern wastes.

The Green Alliance had long since prepared for this. Selene gathered every elite soldier they had and formed an army with the three thousand demons Cloudhawk provided. Every member of the Green Alliance who reached the rank of veteran demon hunter or better was forced into service. The only exemptions were the young and a few key administrative personnel.

Special times called for special measures.

Selene knew now wasn’t the time to be softhearted. With the help of Autumn and leaders from the Elysian realms, she gathered every viable soldier for the task ahead. Over several days, three divisions were formed to answer the Demon King’s call.

The first was their main force, composed of Gehenna’s best. Second was soldiers from the Green Alliance. Finally, Ark Base made up the third. All together, they represented the best of the resistance, humanity’s final cards in this desperate gamble.

Now, with the armies assembled and their target in sight, the greatest conflict in history was at hand.


26 / The Main Force


The northern sky over the southern wastes was still gray.

It was part of the aftermath that still lingered from the gods’ failed invasion. Most estimates believed the dust would choke out the sky for at least a month before settling. Until it did, the northern section of the wastes would be caught in a lightless limbo. The darkness and cold were certain to impact climate.

Perched upon a precipice one thousand meters high, Cloudhawk the Demon King surveyed his realm. Like a statue that had been there since the dawn of time, the only thing that moved was his salt-and-pepper hair in the thin breeze. He cut a majestic yet lonely figure.

His scarlet eyes were cast over the barren landscape, burning from behind the hideous mask. Recent events had permanently altered the land he knew. Cloven mountains rose like broken, jagged teeth among numerous craters. It was so different from what he remembered…

“I am surprised to find you here, my King. Unless I am mistaken, I believe this was where you were born.” Legion’s voice engaged him from behind. The demon, still wearing the likeness of a god, approached Cloudhawk but maintained some distance. He looked out across the vista. “Thirty years only, and all has changed beyond recognition.”

Cloudhawk didn’t turn to look at the elder. His response was tepid. “I remember those days. A scav, hardly able to defend myself against mutant rats. Hiding in my little hole, unable to tell day from night. They were hard times.”

Hints of emotion infected Legion’s voice. “Be that as it may, your humble servant recognized that you were special. Cages can’t hold the hawk forever. Sooner or later, it takes to the sky and its shadow is cast all across the land.”

Cloudhawk suddenly changed the topic. “Have you heard the story of the glass house?”

“Glass house?” Legion searched his memory but could not recall the tale.

“I heard it in Sandbar Outpost, and it struck me. The story is about a man who was locked in a glass house for as long as he could remember. All the food and water he could ever wish for was at his fingertips, and a television. As the man grew, he learned how to read, write, and communicate through what he saw on the television. It’s how he came to understand the outside world.”

Legion nodded thoughtfully. “Fascinating.”

“Everything he knew he learned from that television. He discovered the vastness of the world, its vast seas and high mountains. Cold tundras, deep valleys, baked deserts, and all the people who lived in these places. Visions in the television showed him others like him exploring the cosmos, enjoying fine foods and falling in love. He learned of the many different countries and their politics. Then one day, he picked up that television and threw it through the walls of his glass house.”

“What happened then?”

“For the first time, he was free. The man was ready to take the reins of this new life in the greater world around him. But after only a few steps, he tumbled into a dark abyss, falling endlessly until he perished.” Cloudhawk paused in his retelling, pondering the words. “Only then did the man realize everything he saw on the television was fake. In all the world, there was only one person and that was it. No mountains, no seas, no valleys or deserts. No countries or people or continents.”

It was Legion’s turn to lapse into contemplative silence. It was a fable, he knew.

“Life was hard when I was a scav, but I felt… rich. Like the man in the story, who never saw the world but imagined all the beautiful things it had to offer.” Cloudhawk continued to look out over the wastelands’ blasted panorama.

Legion offered his own thoughts in a calm tone. “Your servant imagines that it was all written once the man saw these beautiful scenes inside his television. One day, he was bound to pick it up and smash his home. If he did not have a television, he would have lived out his days in the house, believing it to be his whole world.”

“Yes. To live in blissful ignorance or to struggle with hope in one’s heart. Whatever choice you make, it’s a difficult road.” Cloudhawk paused suddenly and turned to look at the demon. “After all this time, you still won’t tell me what you’re really planning.”

Legion shook his head. “Your humble attendant wouldn’t dare hide anything from his King.”

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes but didn’t push him any further. “Are our soldiers ready?”

“Gehenna, Ark Base, and the Southern Wastes have all answered the call. When the path to Sumeru is opened, we will be ready.”

“Then we make it happen as soon as possible.” He thought for a moment. “I’m confident the portal can get everything through, but an operation like this has never been tried before. We have no idea what will happen, or what waits for us on the other side. We can’t just rush headlong into the unknown. What are your suggestions?”

“Indeed, there are many uncertainties with this place. Many questions persist about what to do when the unexpected inevitably comes to pass. It seems foolish, then, to open the channel here in the heart of our rebellion,” Legion mused. “This one believes you can use subspace as a springboard. Should Sumeru be waiting, we can close off the subspace and avoid total catastrophe.”

Cloudhawk nodded.

The pocket dimension, a gift from his predecessor, had been painstakingly repaired. A large number of separated realities were linked to form a larger whole. So large was the space inside that it rivaled a mid-sized wastelander settlement.

Large enough to accommodate their army, certainly. Thanks to the slow flow of time inside, it would make preparing for the invasion much more efficient. It was the cube’s greatest asset. All things considered, it was much safer to forge a link between the cube and Sumeru than it was to connect Sumeru and the Southern Capital.

As Cloudhawk and Legion were discussing their plans, Selene quickly approached. “Cloudhawk, bad news. We’re recording several strong spatial anomalies. We think Sumeru’s main force has arrived.”

Cloudhawk and Legion shared a quiet look, foreboding reflected in each other’s eyes.

“How many?”

“Too many to count. A lot...”

The Abyssal God’s vanguard had been nearly enough to destroy everything. Even with the demons’ help, they’d only barely survived. Gods didn’t care about their lives, but humans and demons couldn’t afford deaths. They couldn’t fight this battle. A head-on engagement with Sumeru’s army had to be avoided at all costs.


27 / Urgency


Safe within the heart of Greenland, Hellflower skipped the nonsense and explained what they knew.

“Our probes have discovered a few things. A significant power spike was recorded in the mid to far reaches of our solar system. We suspect whatever it is will arrive soon. The most likely hypothesis is this is Sumeru’s main force.”

Hellflower adjusted her goggles and pressed a few buttons on her wrist. A map of the solar system was holographically projected in the room, with an area marked in red.

“This area is called the Kuiper Belt. It’s full of dwarf planets and comets and flows like a river caught in a gravity well. What we saw in our readings disturbed a large area of the Kuiper Belt. The readings are subtle but clearly abnormal.”

“Gehenna’s detection equipment is designed to recognize spatial-wave disturbances. As far as I am aware, the gods use a hyper-space transporter to travel across the universe. They’re able to compress a billion light years of space into an area they can traverse in just a couple days. Entering and exiting hyperspace causes local disturbance – which is consistent with the data we just witnessed.”

The southern wastes had benefited from their alliance with Ark Base, not least of which through the latter’s advanced technology. Gehenna also provided a great deal of help in this way. The range of this detection equipment was limited, but it was enough to cover their solar system.

So, Sumeru’s army had finally arrived. This time, their numbers would be anything but trivial. If they made it to Earth, it would surely be a repeat of the Great War of a thousand years ago. Cloudhawk could lead his forces into battle, but the chance of defeat was unnervingly high. Either way, one thing he could be certain of was the cruel losses they would suffer regardless of the outcome.

Gehenna’s fighters were few and precious. Meanwhile, the gods were spread across the cosmos, potentially infinite in number. The more civilizations they dominated, the more their numbers swelled. If they tried to fight a war of attrition, the humans would lose and be eradicated.

Their planet, even their star, would be extinguished by the vengeful gods. Humanity and its solar system were useless to them. A contaminated failure.

Legion didn’t appear troubled by the news. “The more that Sumeru has sent to us, the less there are defending their own home. This is not something to fret over. On the contrary, our chances have improved.”

Gods had the technology to travel across the stars, but there was no creature in this universe who could match Cloudhawk’s spatial abilities. Traveling so far must have cost them dearly in resources. But for Cloudhawk, having discovered Sumeru’s location, he could step effortlessly across the infinite void of space. It was his greatest advantage, the ability to strike at the heart of the gods without warning, whereas the gods needed time.

By arriving in their solar system, Cloudhawk’s earlier visions were proven true. Sumeru was undefended. Their wild gambit could succeed.

Hellflower went on. “Our data suggests that the spatial disturbance will reach a peak after two days. That is when the enemy will have fully crossed over. From there, with their ordinary engines, it should take another day or so for the gods to cross the solar system and reach Earth.”

“So you’re saying we have about three days.”

“Perhaps more accurately, this planet only has three days left. If the gods reach us, then the land we exist upon will suffer terrible consequences.”

Cloudhawk scowled. Three days? Things had just become urgent.

If the gods reached Earth before their portal to Sumeru was complete, their whole plan could go up in smoke. It would be too late. Humans would have to grit their teeth and commit to a head-on fight.

“Legion, make sure the soldiers form Gehenna and Ark Base are ready when their orders come. They have to be prepared to fight at a moment’s notice. Selene, make sure everyone who is not participating in this war makes it to Emerald Star.”

Cloudhawk delivered his orders, then retired to his subspace. The cube’s interior was massive now, enough to house thousands. If everyone huddled together, he could fit tens of thousands. Since Cloudhawk couldn’t build a direct link to Sumeru in their home, this is where the job would be done.

He considered the subspace cube to be a fording vessel. Humanity’s forces would invade Sumeru from this place, jumping across the impossibly large universe directly to their target. In this way, their attack was also their defense.

Cloudhawk could close off the subspace cube at a moment’s notice. People outside couldn’t get in, and those inside had no way out. If the gods chased them through the link, they would be throwing themselves into a prison.

At present, pieces of Source had been piled high while Belial worked. The elder had several lesser demon artisans under his tutelage, telling them where to arrange the Source to prepare for the portal’s opening.

Work was only just getting started, a fact that allowed fear and irritation to creep into Cloudhawk’s heart. He shared the information with those in the cube, then added, “What you’re doing in here is critically important. Can you get it done in three days’ real time?”

“Be at ease, your Majesty,” Belial reassured him. “All preparations have been made. Three days in the real world is thirty days here. Perhaps not as long as I’d like, but we will make it work.”

His words were a comfort, but everything hinged on this place. Cloudhawk didn’t want “possibly”. He needed certainty, the quicker the better. So he made a decision. “I’ll stay here to help. Let’s try to get this done in two days.”

The Demon King himself was staying to help? This came as a surprise to the demons, all except Belial. After all, his King was a talented artisan. The Castigation Fire he wielded was also a tool of an ancient artisan elder. With Cloudhawk’s help, it would be much easier to break down and extract Source.

Cloudhawk wasn’t just trying to open a portal. He was also trying in essence to hide the subspace cube. He needed it as a fallback. If they got caught up in a war on Sumeru and someone sneaked into the channel behind them, they had to be ignorant of their mistake until it was too late.


28 / Fighting for a Future


The order to mobilize had been given. Greenland, Ark Base, Gehenna, and Emerald Star were all preparing for the assault. Transport vessels shuttled back and forth over the Southern Capital in a constant flow. Humanity’s full capacity was focused on preparations for war.

Soldiers bid their final farewells to families. Everyone knew this battle would take them to the most remote parts of the universe, where the chances were high that they wouldn’t make it back. If they won, their names would go down in history as saviors of the human race. If they lost, then everything they knew and loved would cease to be. No one would remember humans ever existed.

No one had any delusions. The stakes were clear.

This war was no trivial matter. To lose meant absolute annihilation, and those who survived would be few to none. Indeed, they were going to the heart of their enemy, a place too distant to fathom. No one had any idea exactly what they were racing towards.

Squall Rover returned to his home in Emerald Star’s Undercity.

A small child giggled as he trotted up to his father. “Daddy, you’re back! Yay, daddy!” He yanked on Squall’s arm.

With a conceding laugh, Squall stooped down to scoop him up. “Hey kiddo, have you been causing trouble? Driving your mother crazy?”

“I’ve been good! Mommy hasn’t been mad.” The boy wrapped his arms around his father’s bandaged arm and held on tight.

Squall turned his attention to Luciasha, who was standing nearby. He reached out and gently brushed the hair from her face with a free hand. He then gave her a gentle kiss on the head. “Keep this place cozy for me.”

Luciasha’s lips pressed tight as she regarded him. “Are you ready to go?”

“Yeah, it’s time. I don’t know if-”

“Not a word!” She cut him off. Tears fell like liquid pearls down her cheeks. “I trust Cloudhawk. I know he’ll carry us through. You’re coming back – you have to. We’ll be waiting.”

Squall held his son in one arm and gently placed his other hand on Luciasha’s neck. His voice was low and comforting. “I will. I’ll come home. Then I won’t ever have to go anywhere again.”

She didn’t say anything. She just pressed in for a tight hug.

After a long time, Squall moved away and put his son back on the ground. “I have to go.”

Perhaps the boy felt something, for when Squall moved away, he burst into tears. “Daddy, hold me! Hold me!”

However, Squall instead pulled out a short exorcist rod and presented it to his son. “Hey kid, there’s something important I have to go take care of. I won’t be able to protect you and your mother while I’m gone, so you have to get strong. Study how to protect the family, you hear me?”

He didn’t wait to make sure the boy understood. Squall straightened up, turned, and walked out of the house.

“Daddy, don’t go! Daddy, come back!”

As Squall left, the sound of his son's cries rang in his ears. He clenched his fists and shut his eyes. Then, after a moment, he looked up towards the gnarled ceiling of Undercity. With a deep sigh, he muttered, “Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m ready.”

Frost de Winter was waiting outside, clad in simple gray battle garb. More than a dozen weapons were arrayed on his back. Beside him was a portly man and several other members of the Hand of Gehenna. They were all getting ready to participate in the raid.

“Time to get it done.”

“Let’s hope the next generation can know peace.”

No one said anything else. They joined the crowd filing into one of the transport vessels and vanished inside. A short while later, the ship rose and cruised into the distance.
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Meanwhile, in a place not far from Squall’s home, there was another father and child parting ways.

“Father, I’m going with you!” There was iron determination in Idonea’s voice.

Bruno regarded his daughter. Gently patting her on the shoulder, he shook his head. “I know you’re grown. You’re brave, responsible, but you aren’t strong enough to join us this time. Stay home and train.”

Idonea was not pleased with the order. She wanted to protest, but no sound came out. She wasn’t a fool. She knew she wasn’t strong enough to do anything. If she went, she’d probably just get in the way. What rankled her was that there were several people her age who were strong enough to make a difference. She felt alone and useless, being forced to stay behind.

“This fight demands everything we’ve got. All of the family’s leaders are going. That means there’s a vacuum of leadership, one I’ll need you to fill. As the only one remaining behind from a direct line of descent, from this point on, the family will be looking to you to guide them.” Bruno fixed his daughter with an earnest gaze. “No matter what happens, your job is to keep our family strong.”

Idonea’s vision blurred as tears gathered in her eyes. “I… I won’t let you down again.”

Bruno nodded. Idonea watched him board a ship with the other leaders of her family and disappear. Space rippled where they vanished, and she watched them tremble until they too were gone.
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On the other side of Undercity, a man in full armor stood in silence before the door of a home. The place was sealed up tight. Eutropius had come to say his last goodbyes, but the ones he came to see apparently had no interest in seeing him.

“You still won’t even look at me?”

“… it’s fine. It is what it is. I just want to tell you that I love you more than anything else, in this world and any other. Past, present, future… everything I’ve done and will do is for you. You don’t have to forgive me… I don’t expect you to. I just want you to take care of yourself.”

“Goodbye.”

As the final words hung in the air between him and the door, Eutropius rested a hand gently upon his sword. As he turned away, a keenness filled his gaze, the grim look of a soldier marching towards his doom. Heavy strides took him away from the home.

A few minutes later, the door cracked open. A beautiful young woman peeked her head out, looking around for the man but finding him already gone. She stood in the doorway, silent and crestfallen, as the gentle winds blew.
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A solitary grave.

“Hey little brother, I hope things are going well where you are.” Phoenix placed a half-empty bottle of alcohol on the ground. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re avenged. It’s the final battle, and I don’t think I’ll be coming back...”

Phain, Pelagius, Gorman… scenes like these were being played over and over again across worlds as people said their goodbyes to loved ones. Never in its history had the human race been so united. Everyone knew this was a fight to the death. It was a one-way trip to where they were going.

Maybe they would win. Maybe everything would be destroyed. No one knew, but the chances of victory were slim. Everyone had to face the fact that they weren’t coming back. Hatred melted away. Even the most deep-seated family feuds were nothing in the face of absolute destruction. It all had to be put to rest, for they marched towards the fight that would determine whether their species had any future at all.


29 / All-Out Assault


Everything was ready.

By the time Belial and Cloudhawk were finished, every inch of the pocket dimension was infused with Source. It covered everything seamlessly, like tiles. Thirty-six enormous columns of it connected all the pieces together.

Most striking were three structures erected in the cube’s central section.

They were three eight-sided trapezoids with flat portions on the top. This was their gateway into Sumeru. The home of the gods was not in any physical location they understood, much less could reach. No spatial technology they possessed would get them there.

As a result, these three structures were built to make a path.

During his last mental foray into Sumeru, Cloudhawk managed to record its coordinates. To avoid putting all his eggs in one basket, the plan was not to throw everyone into battle in one wave. His army would be separated into three parts, each responsible for a different section of the divine realm.

The first group was Greenland’s best, representing the strength of humanity. They included Legion, Selene, Autumn, Phain, Pelagius, Bruno, Phoenix, Frost, and others.

Second was the weapons of Ark Base, robots and artillery that were all controlled by Hellflower. Father was her backup. Hundreds of thousands of war machines were awaiting orders, practically everything Ark Base had to offer.

The third group was made of demons and other races from Gehenna. Elder of the Fifth Seal Haborym led them into battle. Theirs was the mightiest of the three divisions, and the only one that could face Sumeru’s might and hold firm.

After reconstruction, Cloudhawk’s cube was like a transport vessel that defied human understanding. The cube didn’t convey them across the stars, however, but to the furthest reaches of the universe.

Everyone was gathered inside, preparing for the assault. Cloudhawk floated above the three platforms, like a nightmare vision hovering in the void. No trace of his dominant aura could be felt, but nonetheless, all eyes were on him.

“My King, the soldiers are all gathered. Our holy war can commence on your command.”

Cloudhawk slowly opened his crimson eyes. He swept his vision wide, looking over the troops who had rallied to his call. On their faces, he saw many things: enthusiasm, excitement, nervousness, fear… but they all had something in common. Like him, they understood that there was no going back.

If they won, if civilization was allowed to continue, then this fight would live on forever in the memory of their respective species. How would they talk about this in the future, assuming there was a future? How would they talk about the people who fought?

These were questions these soldiers pushed from their minds. Whether they had been forced to fight or volunteered, they all had the same goal. Survival.

There was nothing more fundamental, more righteous than the fight for survival.

Cloudhawk nodded towards Legion.

A grim look came over the Grand Elder. He turned and passed on the order. Division leaders told their lieutenants, who told their soldiers. Divisions marched towards the gate, preparing for what was to come.

Cloudhawk slowly closed his eyes. He extended his hands, and through some inscrutable power, the Phase Stone set in the center of the Demon King’s Cuirass separated from the armor. It floated forward, then began to release a steady pulse of energy like a beating heart.

Its beats influenced every corner of this dimension. The floors, ceilings, walls, and pillars all began to glow. At first, it was dim, but with every wave of power from the Phase Stone, their light grew.

Before long, the world was a sea of blinding luminescence. It spread until it clashed with the infinite void wherein the platforms lay. It was a strange combination, dream-like and indescribable.

All of a sudden, the subspace cube became a nether landing vessel. Cloudhawk needed it to power the portal. With it now running at full throttle, the cube screamed through the unfathomable expanse of the universe towards its destination.

The link was complete!

A terrible, extraordinarily powerful mental energy was released like a bomb.

The Demon King’s Phase Stone shattered into three pieces, each settling upon one of the altars. The light that encompassed the pocket dimension gathered like molasses and flowed over them. The shards of the Phase Stone drank it in. Space shimmered and warped from the intensity of the power. This energy moved through infinite time and space in all directions, creating a perfect channel.

The gate to Mount Sumeru… began to open!

Once again, Cloudhawk opened his eyes. In that instant, cracks formed in reality. The sound of ripping and cracking filled the air. Over the three platforms, space and time froze. Then, like glass, reality fell apart.

When space collapsed, what was revealed was a twisting void – like a mirror, though the other side was clearly somewhere else. From the undulating image, a potent and unshakable energy emerged. Their road to the home of the gods was forged and stable.

Legion’s eyes were fixed on it. His voice rose, calm but commanding. “Begin the invasion.”

“Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Nerves ran high. They were about to go where no other soul had tread. The home of the gods who had imprisoned them for so long. No one knew what awaited them on the other side.

“With me! Charge!”

Haborym’s demonic voice growled over the din. He took the lead, both hands wrapped on the haft of his terrible battleax. He was first to cross the threshold, leaving not a ripple to mark his passage.

Thousands of metallic bodies, clutching tightly to their weapons, marched onto the second landing platform. Like a ravenous maw, it swallowed them all up.

Selene turned her head and looked up at Cloudhawk. He looked back. With a smile and a small nod, she drew Sublime Transcendence from her back and dashed through the first portal.

“Quick! Pick up the pace! March!”

“When you get to the other side, begin your attack immediately!”

“Anything in your path is the target!”

After the three portals activated, thousands of soldiers poured through. As the numbers within the cube began to decrease, more were sent in from Greenland. Those that were going in with the first wave were just the opening salvo.

Cloudhawk didn’t wait long. After the first few entered, he, too, walked towards the first portal. A cloudy, inexplicable image greeted him. Even with his great power, Cloudhawk couldn’t see the other side. But like all the others, without a hint of hesitation, he stepped through.

Space drank him in like a straw, and all at once, he was speeding across the universe.


30 / Dreamland


In the instant Cloudhawk passed through the mirror, he felt like he was in a sort of trance.

It was because as he moved into the vast, empty space, time appeared to seize. Like a high-grade camera capturing a bullet the instant it left the chamber. At the same time, a force tried to invade his consciousness, a powerful will that tried to wrap him up in illusion. It was strong – so strong that it felt overpowering. There was only one being in Sumeru with this kind of power.

Had the God King been ready for them?

Cloudhawk scowled but did not find it strange. The God King was able to peer thousands of years across time. It would be foolish to expect they could slip into his territory unnoticed. A confrontation between the Demon King and his archnemesis was inevitable.

So as Cloudhawk moved into the portal, he clashed with the will of the God King. Not only did this almighty being know the Demon King and his armies had arrived, but it was also able to pinpoint Cloudhawk specifically.

God King. Demon King. Sumeru. Gehenna. Perhaps this was best.

If the God King focused on Cloudhawk, perhaps it would give the rest of his forces some breathing room. They could focus on attacking Sumeru while he dealt with its dictator. After all, even if their foe had a premonition of their arrival, it could not call back all the forces it had sent to Earth.

Channels into the home of the gods were limited thanks to its presence outside of their universe. It wasn’t even part of a common reality. No ordinary means of travel would succeed. Hundreds of millions of years could pass, but it was only Cloudhawk who was able to open the door. If it was so hard to reach, why bother with powerful defenses?

In addition, ninety percent of Sumeru’s might was spread across the stars, maintaining order in other soul farms. Those forces typically garrisoned in Sumeru were dispatched to Earth to suppress Cloudhawk’s rebellion. The prospect of destroying Earth and finally ending Gehenna had enticed them from their fortress. Capturing Cloudhawk and delivering him to the God King was their mission.

As such, Sumeru was largely empty. Now it faced ten thousand demons and a million mortal soldiers. For all the strength of the gods, this was a force they were ill-prepared to face.

Cloudhawk surveyed the situation. Here, time and space had stopped. He was locked in stasis. This was a place outside the ordinary rules of the universe, somewhere between real and illusion.

“You’ve come...”

A voice intruded his mind. It was calm, almost welcoming.

“Yes, I have. What are you waiting for? Show yourself!”

No threat was present in the will as it pushed into Cloudhawk’s mind, so he lowered his defenses and let it in. An instant later, he was transported from the chaos of this negative space into a gently glowing light. After a moment, it receded, revealing a wide highway flanked by rows of high-rise buildings.

Cloudhawk was seated in a cafe. Clean, pleasing to look upon. The warm afternoon sun filtered through the pane glass and glinted off cars as they shuttled back and forth down the street. Crowds of people in flowing clothes went about their business beneath an exquisite blue sky and pleasant climate. At equal distances down the lane, billboards rose with ancient text scrawled across their surfaces.

It reminded him of New Earth City, nestled inside Ark Base. However, this place almost seemed more real and definitely larger. At least the sky overhead was real, not like the holographic representation in Ark Base.

Cloudhawk looked down to find that his armor was gone. The mask that covered his face no longer existed. His gray-flecked hair was black again, and in fact, he seemed no different than any of the other people milling around the city. Just an ordinary guy. Nothing special.

Across from him sat a man. It was hard to determine his age, but there was a deep wisdom in his eyes, the kind one gained only after seeing countless years. They bore a calm indifference, an understanding of the fickle flows of time.

“This was Earth, over a thousand years ago. If it hadn’t been destroyed, this would have been your life. Just what you’ve always been looking for. Stop this. Give up your war and you can stay here. A hundred years. A thousand. Forever, until you grow tired of life.”

A pretty waitress walked over as their conversation lulled. She set down a cup of freshly brewed coffee.

When Cloudhawk looked up into the face of the waitress, he was struck dumb. It was Selene. From the look in her eyes to the way she held herself, she was exactly the same.

The man across from him had to be the God King.

Cloudhawk and his nemesis were psychically linked. He could sense the being’s thoughts and feelings. He wasn’t lying. He could do exactly what he claimed, and not just for Cloudhawk. Everyone Cloudhawk cared for – living and dead – could appear here with him. They could live here together, forever.

“You’re trying to trap me in a dream.”

“Dream? What is a dream? What is reality? How do you humans define the difference?” This man, the incarnate manifestation of the God King, went on. “As far as I can tell, if you think it’s real, then it is. The core of who you are is your spirit, trapped in the crude and fleshy prison you call your brain. Nerves and skin muscle and bone are vehicles through which your brain interacts with the world around you. All electrical interpretations. The real you has never interacted directly with reality.”

Cloudhawk looked at the steaming cup. The coffee’s rousing scent filled his nostrils. The sunlight through the window warmed his skin. He heard the notes of a piano being played somewhere nearby. He heard the indistinct conversation of others in the cafe, going about their lives. The young couple at the table beside him were exchanging sweet pleasantries.

It all felt real. Stable, consistent. How was it any different from ordinary life? When an illusion was seamless, how was it any different from reality?

“Time is a fantasy. So is space. Thoughts and feelings are no more existential. The whole universe and everything in it are a dream. What you call reality is like this place – a delusion so convincing that you can’t find any flaws. We can make a new world without boundaries for you, made to the specifications of that perfect place you’ve always sought.” The God King’s voice was soothing and fatherly. “Everything you’ve always wanted is at your fingertips. Is that not so?”

Was this supposed to be their final talk before the fight?

“If the illusion is so beautiful and perfect, why haven’t you built it already?” Cloudhawk looked around, sneering in contempt. “Did you honestly think this would convince me?”

“There is no such thing as eternity. Eventually, there will come a day when the spark of consciousness grows cold and dies. My people are losing the ability to dream and keep that spark burning.” The God King’s eyes were fixed on Cloudhawk. “You can restore this power to us.”

Just then, everything froze. Time ceased. Space began to fluctuate. Suddenly, it was like someone had torn a tapestry off the wall; the picture was taken away, and the black void returned.


31 / Battlefield of the Mind


The God King could feel Cloudhawk’s resolve. Coercion was useless, as was talk. His arguments had fallen on deaf ears and would not dissuade the human, so there was no further purpose in maintaining the ruse.

Cloudhawk knew what he had to do. He’d made his peace with it the moment he chose to stand against Sumeru. The differences between demon, god, and man could not be reconciled. This was not a war between individuals, so individuals would not decide its outcome. It had started a thousand years ago with the Great War. That act set in motion everything that led to this. Here on Sumeru, the conflict would end one way or another.

This was Cloudhawk’s destiny, and his burden.

Although the God King’s illusion had collapsed, Cloudhawk was not returned to the real world. He hovered alone in a vast and impenetrable darkness, having slipped from one illusion into another. Infinite darkness replaced pleasant visions of a forgotten past.

Cloudhawk felt no air or gravity. He was as weightless as fog floating through the ether. Hazy, chaotic flows surrounded him on all sides like an endless sea. But soon, it began to change. Cloudhawk spied a figure slowly emerging from the chaos, hiding in the void like a specter.

He was not shaken by the vision. In a calm but challenging voice, he greeted the other. “You should know that this won’t work on me, God King. Conflict is our destiny. With all your power, why waste time with trickery? Come out and fight.”

“Why do you persist so? What are you hanging on to? You do not understand yourself. You understand nothing.” The God King’s voice continued to reverberate in his mind. “In so many ways, you can’t even match up to the men you managed to defeat.”

Several familiar faces swam up at him through the fog. One moved strangely towards him, flashing forward in an erratic display like a feral spirit. When it got closer, he could see more clearly; a tall, young man with buzz-cut hair. Unremarkable in appearance, yet possessed of a strange charm. Adder, or rather the image of a man Cloudhawk once bested.

Then, his image changed.

A man in red robes. Solemn, with deep eyes. The Crimson One, another person Cloudhawk had killed. However, the grim face of Sterling persisted for only a second. Gray robes, hair fringed in white, elegant and wise. His gaze was fathomless and unreadable. Another victim of Cloudhawk’s destiny: Arcturus.

Changes kept coming, revealing all the faces of those who fought Cloudhawk throughout his journey. Not just Sterling and Arcturus, but also those he knew in Blackflag Outpost. Mutants, metahumans, even Abaddon.

It was strange and unsettling. This being was a million familiar faces and none. It was fixed in appearance and then not. A constant state of flux made it impossible to fixate on one image.

“Cloudhawk, we meet again!”

This creature’s voices were as unpredictable as its faces, various sounds piling one on top of one another in an infinite chorus. These weren’t illusions. They were souls brought into this illusory space by the power of the God King.

“You think you can stop me?” Cloudhawk waved a hand, summoning a plain blade from the ether. “I beat you all once. I can beat you a thousand times!”

Cloudhawk punctuated his threat with a swing of his arm. His ordinary-looking weapon released a power that overwhelmed the void and caused it to ripple. Cloudhawk’s mental powers were extreme, enough that this odd world couldn’t wholly contain him.

The chaos phantom didn’t move in the face of his aggression. It summoned a sword of its own and deflected Cloudhawk’s strike. For all the strength behind it, the blow failed to break through. A fierce green flame shot out from its other hand.

An insignificant attempt!

Cloudhawk was not threatened by the fires. He steeled himself and attacked again, fiercer this time. He cleaved through the fires and into the phantom. It was cut in two, but Cloudhawk didn’t feel like he’d struck anything. It dissolved before him only to reappear behind him moments later.

Cloudhawk drew himself up with imperious resolve. Slowly, he turned to regard the ever-changing face of his enemy. Cloudhawk had no way of knowing what sort of space it was they inhabited, some sort of dream he figured. What he saw wasn’t real or even logical.

The phantom raised its hands, and mirrors appeared all around them.

As the phantom stood before Cloudhawk, its image was reflected in all the mirrors, but all were different. They stared at Cloudhawk with countless faces in a nightmarish scene before leaping from the mirrors to attack.

They were all incredibly strong.

Even the metahumans he knew back in Blackflag Outpost were far more powerful than before. All of a sudden, Cloudhawk was surrounded and under pressure.

What was going on? He was certain that the God King hadn’t attacked personally yet. Those he fought weren’t attacks from his foe. It felt more like he was trapped in his own mind, fighting memories.

“I get it!”

It came to him after a few minutes. In an incomprehensible act, he threw his weapon away and welcomed the phantoms’ attacks. One after another, they ripped into him. However, there was no pain – no wounds, no blood.

His body collapsed inward into a black hole. Everything that came close was devoured by the darkness. This was a battlefield of the mind, and the more Cloudhawk feared his opponents, the more power he gave them.

Cloudhawk wasn’t meant to beat them, but absorb them. From Arcturus to Sterling to all the others, strong or weak, they all had their own will. That’s why Cloudhawk had been drawn to them.

It was willpower that he could claim as his own!

Their minds and spirits were drawn into his body. As he absorbed the essence of what they were, he made himself more unassailable. After a little while, he opened his eyes, and a wave of immense energy burst from him. In an instant, the illusory world was overwhelmed and reality reasserted itself.

“God King! Come out and face me!”

Cloudhawk let his mind flood the entire area, except it had all changed once again. Now he was standing on a different planet, one with familiar sights and sounds. Earth? Somewhere close to the Southern Capital.

Cloudhawk felt a source of power somewhere in front of him. He narrowed his eyes and tried to pinpoint it, and it was then that he recognized the feeling. A god clad all in resplendent armor appeared, as white as snow.

Set within his chest was a gemstone. A stone he knew well. The Phase Stone.

It was the same one that was at the center of the Demon King’s Cuirass. By the waves of energy he felt from it, this being was a master of spatial abilities. Every one of its steps caused the world around him to spin like whirlpools in water.

“Demon King?” Cloudhawk knew who it was, and it troubled him.

Because it wasn’t the Demon King. This was a god. The Demon King before his rebellion.


32 / The King That Was


Was this another illusion created by the God King?

As Cloudhawk stared at the being, he was genuinely confused. There were too many things that didn’t make sense. He knew that everything he’d seen so far defied ordinary logic. They were too wonderful, too strange. It was an illusion, but it was also as real as anything he’d ever felt. For the Demon King to appear like this, here, it had to mean something.

“Are we finally here?” The former Demon King hovered in the ether. His tremendous mind puzzled over something, the doubt he sensed in Cloudhawk’s heart. “You are the creature we have chosen?”

“You’re the Demon King? Or the God King? Or neither.”

“I am and I am not. Gods and demons are beings of the same root, a fact you surely know by now. The human concept of gods and demons, kings and servants. An absurd paradox.”

The former King’s words were lost on Cloudhawk. So much about this was strange and suspicious. He’d encountered the Demon King before in his mind. Their exchanges had been brief but notable. He remembered the presence he felt. Every creature had a unique mental signature, one that could not be copied or replicated. In all the universe, one’s particular mental fingerprint was never repeated. It was the most perfect form of identification.

As a result, he was familiar with the former Demon King. His knowledge of the God King was also much deeper than it was before. Here in this illusory place, he was connected to the leader of the gods and could feel him clearly.

The will of the God King had subsided in this place, not as intense as it was before. It seemed that he had summoned the memory of the Demon King from his own mind. This was why it was strange. The former Demon King was as strong as the God King recalled, but his presence felt more akin to the leader of Sumeru.

What was the connection between these two?

Standing here now, the Demon King wore the visage of a god, as he must have appeared before his fall from grace. There was a relationship between him and the God King, like brothers from the same brood. After all, space and time were inexorably linked, two sides of the same coin. It was impossible that the two should be entirely separate.

He couldn’t explain it. Cloudhawk realized he knew too little. The answer eluded him. What he did know was that this creature before him was special. It was as though the Demon King and God King had been cut apart and cobbled together. They existed together in one entity.

“Allow me to determine how strong you’ve grown.”

Cloudhawk had no time to ponder further. The image of his predecessor melted away and, instead of simply moving through space, almost appeared to join with it. His form vanished, but Cloudhawk could still feel him here.

Here he comes! Cloudhawk could feel the attack coming.

Concealed in the space between space, a sword of light came streaking towards him. Ordinarily, this insidious attack would be impossible to avoid, but like a large fish beneath the water, Cloudhawk could sense the ripples even though there was no sound.

The sword broke back through the veil and lashed out at Cloudhawk. Reality tore like a piece of cheap cloth. As the space before him crumbled away, he saw displaced images in the void, visible between dense cracks.

Cloudhawk instinctively teleported backward to avoid the strike. However, the Demon King seemed to know what his successor would do. In the same instant the first strike reached out, a second struck from a completely different angle and location.

The two swords were thousands of meters apart but struck with coordinated precision. At first glance, they were two separate bursts, as if two currents of space had collided and left a storm of energy behind. An attack like this, breaching two locations in space, was dangerous and powerful.

Caught between these two strikes, almost anything would be annihilated by the sheer force. As they ripped into Cloudhawk’s body, they tore him apart into plumes of fire. These motes of light slipped from the collapsing space to re-form Cloudhawk’s body out of harm’s way.

The Demon King’s attacks did not cease, so neither did Cloudhawk. Everywhere he turned, space ripped open and blazing swords reached forth. They weren’t attacking him, however, but reality itself. Thousands of gaping wounds in the fabric of space were everywhere. Storms of spatial energy raged as they were formed like angry dragons, buffeting Cloudhawk in the process.

Was this the way the former Demon King fought?

Cloudhawk noted that his foe didn’t use any specific class of energy. He used all of his strength to hack at space, and it was the tears left behind that threatened his target. It was a tactic Cloudhawk knew well, one of the strongest in his arsenal.

All matter and energy in the universe were built on the foundation of space. Tear apart the space everything was built on and everything would come crashing down. The former Demon King’s onslaught was doing irreparable damage to the flows of space – it was the reason why a huge swath of the southern wastes was wrapped in eternal darkness.

After the Great War, the Demon King’s ire had left space in that area ravaged beyond repair like a fruit ravaged by pests. No external matter or energy could come in from the outside, not even light. In the wake of that catastrophe, reality would continue to collapse into nothing until the death of the universe.

As Cloudhawk dodged the assault on reality, he also fought back.

His predecessor was hiding in a parallel dimension, moving through it in a way that prevented Cloudhawk from following his actions. The Demon King used his immense power to punch through the veil between these dimensions and disturb the weave. To the average person, this sort of attack was impossible to deal with.

Because the two sides weren’t even in the same reality! One could detonate ten thousand nuclear bombs – a star could go supernova – and it wouldn’t create more than a ripple in the fabric of space. The Demon King’s immense power over these flows did what an exploding star could not.

These attacks on space disregarded distance. The Demon King’s reach did not extend across the whole universe, but it did reach at least as far as the edges of the solar system. No matter where Cloudhawk turned, he could not escape. The power of his predecessor was brutal and ruthless.

Whatever the creature – whether it’s a demon elder or a great Sumeran Marshal – it could not survive in the face of such an assault. Soon, thousands of kilometers in every direction were devoured by a storm of spatial disruption. Fractures and fissures were everywhere, creating zones anathema to all life.

These broken fragments of reality were like being thrown into a meat grinder that spun until the end of time.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes and surveyed the environment. His left eye shone and turned white. An intense power burst forth, which with staggering force caused the storm of energy to slow to a crawl. It expanded at a snail’s pace.

During this moment of respite, Cloudhawk pinpointed his foe’s location.

He slipped through the veil into the dimension beneath his own, entering the same space as the Demon King. With his target acquired, he launched at him with Godslayer, which caused cracks and warps through the area where it passed.

Where Cloudhawk’s attacks differed from his progenitor’s was that his spatial powers were weaved together with the power of time. When the former King tried to slip away through dimensions, he discovered that time around him had stopped.

He was frozen in time!

Cloudhawk’s power over space was equal to his foe’s, but over the course of his journey, he had also acquired dominion over time. Their conflict went beyond the scope of mortal understanding. It was a battle on the scale of the Great War.

Even now, Cloudhawk still didn’t know what was going on. He wasn’t sure where he was or who he was facing. But that didn’t matter. Clarity wasn’t important. He would tear down everything in his path until the truth was revealed.


33 / The Spirit of the Universe


The battle between Cloudhawk and his precursor was beyond the understanding of ordinary folk. Both wielded power over the fabric of reality, which they used to strike at their opponent.

But Cloudhawk had an advantage. His spatial powers were equal to his predecessor’s, but he had more potential than the man who once held the title of Demon King. Cloudhawk’s talents allowed him to use the Eye of Time, thus allowing him to wield the power of the God King. Combined with the flows of space, they made his basic abilities far more potent. Even a creature as evolved as the Demon King was hard-pressed to avoid Cloudhawk’s attacks and was forced to shoulder the blow.

Two intense powers met in a violent display.

The dimension they warred within began to crack even further. Anything forced to bear the weight of their conflict shattered, becoming discordant pieces floating in pandemonium. It was like watching a diamond explode under pressure.

Similar to the ancient battlefield in the southern wastes, these broken pieces were hostile to any sort of energy. Even light ceased to exist, birthing gashes of infinite darkness. Such was the consequence of a single encounter.

The power of Cloudhawk and the former Demon King was on full display. In all the universe, there were few who could wield such fantastic strength – either man could single-handedly end an entire civilization. In the eyes of ordinary creatures these two were no different from true gods or demons.

Cloudhawk and the Demon King separated, staring at each other between the fragments.

Enormous shards of reality hovered in an endless void. In the wake of their conflict, this dimension and likely hundreds of others had been smashed to pieces. Cloudhawk inhabited one fragment, the Demon King another. Two islands surrounded by a vast emptiness.

With nothing but chaos and emptiness between them, the most advanced equipment could not hone in their positions, much less the naked eye. However, Cloudhawk and his opponent each knew precisely where the other one was.

A deep, insidious laughter rasped from the Demon King’s throat. His will traversed the madness to deliver his thoughts directly into Cloudhawk’s mind. “You have not disappointed me. Destiny has chosen you to be the new spirit of the universe.”

Spirit of the universe? Cloudhawk had no idea what the fuck he was rambling about, but he wasn’t about to waste time discussing it. The one he was after wasn’t this creature. It was the one responsible for this whole illusion, the architect of all their suffering – the God King. Cloudhawk couldn’t waste time or energy here. He would need it later.

Thus, with both hands wrapped around the hilt of Godslayer, Cloudhawk gave it a mighty heave towards the Demon King. Crack! Space split like broken glass as the space his foe occupied was suddenly pierced by a sword. His fragment split in two like a knife through an apple. However, the Demon King managed to split out of the way and launch a counteroffensive.

Cloudhawk’s dimensional shard was assailed on all sides, like chisels on a glass bead. From top to bottom, from inside out, cracks began to form everywhere. Slowly but surely, they spread until they filled the space. It seemed Cloudhawk’s tiny reality could collapse at any moment.

He paid it no mind. Cloudhawk continued to swing his sword, striking out across space at the Demon King. With every swipe, he cleaved away another section of his foe’s shrinking island. The great demon dodged while lashing out with his own attacks, but he quickly discovered he was having no effect on Cloudhawk.

Cracks continued to appear around his human successor, but as new ones formed, old ones fused back together. Though under terrible assault, it somehow remained intact. Meanwhile, the Demon King’s territory was steadily shrinking.

Was it the power of time again?

The King knew how Cloudhawk was doing it. The Eye of Time was creating a field of flux that could reverse time in a limited capacity. Cloudhawk’s stolen powers were repairing all the damage the Demon King managed to inflict.

It was the end! Cloudhawk made his final strike.

Godslayer pierced through space. Its power ran through what remained of the Demon King’s shard, which was currently no bigger than a small house. It ran through the Demon King himself.

Because so little was left of the fragment and the assault was too fast, the fragment couldn’t sustain itself. The whole thing collapsed, casting the Demon King into nothingness. He reappeared in the reality they started in, only to dissolve into meaningless cosmic code.

His final thought rang in Cloudhawk’s mind:

“You are the chosen one! The chosen one! Chosen one! You have to fulfill your purpose! You must sustain the spirit of the universe!”

With that, the Demon King perished. Cloudhawk had won.

He stood there, triumphant and domineering. During the fight, he had recognized details that had eluded him before. He’d learned. Now, as the Demon King’s will vanished, the God King’s returned.

“If there is any creature in this universe that can stand against us, it is you. If there is any being that can replace us – it is you.”

Cloudhawk sensed a difference in his enemy. He couldn’t quite describe it. If anything, the being had become… purer. Yes, after defeating the illusory Demon King, it seemed to have erased it from the spirit of the God King.

“I understand. I… finally understand.” Cloudhawk was quiet for a long time. Eventually, he found his words again. “The God King is the Demon King. The Demon King is the God King. You are the Demon King, and the Demon King is you. You created Gehenna, created demons, instigated a war. All of it was your doing.”

“Now you see? Yes, just as gods and demons come from the same root, so do their ‘Kings.’”

As the voice answered, a light bloomed in the darkness. It gathered into a shape, the image of a god. He looked precisely like the Demon King, but instead of pure white, his body was silver.

No trace of spatial ability was sensed. Only an unfathomable dominion over time.

At last, the God King appeared before Cloudhawk in his true form. He appeared calm, but through their psychic connection, it was obvious that this being was suppressing his emotions.

“My people aren’t of this universe. We are born and exist differently from your kind, a consciousness born from chaos. We have no form, no physical body, and thus are not bound by the laws of the cosmos. We exist outside of them. Endowed with the powers of time and space, we roam the multiverse.”

“You created the gods and demons in my universe?”

“We did. All gods and demons are our creations. Our… observers. They exist in every reality.”

So much was contained in these simple words. Cloudhawk’s guesses, assumptions, and hypotheses were all correct. All the information he received through his link with the God King… it was nothing short of extraordinary.

The gods were nothing more than puppets. It wasn’t a shock to learn, for he knew it already. In essence, there was no difference between them and the robots created by ancient humans. Cloudhawk also suspected there was an even stronger power pulling their strings.

This superspecies existed beyond mortal comprehension, beyond reckoning. They didn’t even exist within the same universe, so one could not use this reality to understand them. If forced to describe them in terms humans could grasp, these were cosmic spirits – born from the chaos between realities and with the power to bend space and time.

To them, the concepts of space and time meant very little. A reality wholly unlike this one was just the same to them. Naturally peaceful and highly intelligent, they were responsible for seeding life across the multiverse. To the few creatures that discovered them, they were revered as gods. Gods were created to act as observers and stewards in their stead.

That was what they were. Due to some unknowable catastrophe, some terrible development, they lost their hold on peace and began to attack their own creations. The puppets they built to guide became soldiers of destruction.

Every Sumeru in every universe had a spirit like this. A spirit of the universe that commanded the gods.

Spirits like this had no real form, but they could attach themselves to a form. This form became the one they called God King. The leader of Sumeru.

The Demon King wasn’t a rebel. He didn’t turn against the gods, or even Sumeru. He was half of the spirit’s mind, a fragment of the creature. But this fragment was tainted somehow. Torn from the great spirit, it took on a new form and became what was known as the Demon King.

Every spirit of the universe, called a Quintessence, had the power of space and time. This one, for some reason, split. This was why the Demon King had the power of space, and the God King had the power of time. What Cloudhawk just destroyed was the rebellious fragment of the spirit, and in doing so, he returned the being to its perfect original state.


34 / Destiny's Child


The God King opened up the core of his consciousness to Cloudhawk.

As he touched upon that kernel of will, he felt information being forced into him. A tearing pain bloomed in his skull. Knowledge, memory, everything was suddenly trying to enter his brain all at once.

Much of it was structured in a way that the human mind – and even the Quintessence – could not fully understand. It was a fragment of consciousness the spirit had intentionally sealed even from itself.

What was the universe?

In a narrow sense, it was nothing but matter, energy, time, and space. These disparate parts came together to form a stable and consistent data model. Its most fundamental laws were the operating system.

Everything born within the universe, from matter to energy, living or dead, followed these rules. However, these models and rules were created at random – meaning that the rules might be entirely different from one universe to the next.

One form of matter may not be able to exist in a different reality.

These clashes of cosmic law were irreconcilable. An atomic structure that was stable in one may collapse in another. Any civilization that dreamed of crossing the border into a new universe would discover it was impossible. Such were the shackles of mortality.

To be freed from these bindings was to master all the rules and truths of the cosmos. Like a coder adjusting a program to their own specifications. The great Quintessences could do this. That’s what made them greater than gods.

However, the people of this magnificent civilization did not evolve into being. They were a product of an exo-cosmic vacuum. They were different from all known species, birthed from the ether with the power to control time and space such that nothing was beyond their capabilities. Such spirits could move from one universe into another, modifying the laws as they saw fit. With this power came the responsibility to seed life across the infinite reaches of existence.

The ones humans called gods were nothing more than guardians created by these spirits. In the very beginning, they weren’t meant to be slavers but gardeners. Out among the sterile void, they watched and supported life as it germinated. Benevolent guardians who were never meant to interfere.

But then things changed.

Quintessences thought they could control everything, but there existed something beyond even their reach. Every universe possessed its own destiny – or, more exactly, a higher and more abstract nature beyond comprehension that could only be called destiny.

Across countless universes, over an unfathomable period of time, these ancient people realized that just as they were born from the nothingness, to nothingness they would return. Even the near-omnipotent spirits discovered that eternity was unachievable. The void was eating away at them, and their end was near at hand.

Their purpose seemed to have been fulfilled. Nothingness called.

Everything eventually ended. The disappearance of these old spirits would herald the birth of a new race of shepherds. Not even these all-powerful spirits could escape the inevitable. Their only recourse was to search for this new race and, if possible, become them. Ancient predictions told the spirits that their redemption would arise from among the mortal creatures. Sure enough, that was what happened.

The Demon King and God King, finally reunited, was a pure Quintessence. These beings that were beyond comprehension, whose thoughts and actions were inscrutable, could not be understood in the same way as other living things. There was no way to express the way their minds worked. Even communication was trying.

It was to this end that the Quintessence recreated itself, being born anew into a new physical form so that it could communicate with ordinary beings. That’s when it all went wrong.

Thousands of years ago, the one who controlled the Sumeru of this universe experienced a schism. Two distinct wills emerged; one that felt the Quintessence should not resist the call of the void, while the other held that the Quintessence should be reborn. This intense dispute coalesced into two separate minds.

That was when the God King and Demon King were born.

But Demon or God, both were fragments of the Quintessence. Merely manifestations of opposing desires. This schism fractured the Quintessence and its power.

In the early days, the God King and Demon King didn’t even realize this truth. They existed in their respective bodies, acting in accordance with their individual wills like a schizophrenic. So it continued until their conflict enveloped the universe and the two became mortal enemies.

You could say the Demon King and God Kings were twins.

Because of their incomplete state, they could not again become one. The God King did not know if there were other Quintessence like itself, who had split and were locked in an internal war. If so, then the Demon King and God King phenomenon was not an exception. Perhaps in every universe, there were two fragments of one whole in conflict, the same scenario playing out again and again with different results across the multiverse.

Cloudhawk recovered from his trance. It was a brief meditation, a few moments only, but it was a staggering instant of enlightenment. What were these spirits really? These Quintessences? What was the unifying theory behind Sumeru and its kings?

His superficial understanding didn’t provide an answer, much less any insight into the core consciousness of these beings. Among the memories he was given were visions of the Quintessence before its birth, memories neither Cloudhawk nor even the spirit itself fully grasped.

Such incredible complexity. Even the smallest fraction was enough to overwhelm the greatest minds of the universe.

The God King spoke in even tones. “Now you understand why you are so special.”

“A Quintessence controls space, time, and the laws of the universe. I’m just a man… but I have the same abilities as you spirits. So you think I’m your answer.”

“Just so. Countless years of waiting – you are what we have all been searching for. Your form can be copied, mind, body, and soul, to give birth to new Quintessences. You can save us all from extinction.”

Cloudhawk still had trouble comprehending why this mighty being coveted the soul of an ordinary human. Since the first time he took hold of an artifact, he learned that he was beyond constraints, but he didn’t think it was anything special.

Yet in the eyes of the Quintessence, it meant everything.

Besides the spirits themselves, no other species across all the multiverse possessed the power to change cosmic law. In the face of a Quintessence, Cloudhawk’s strength was laughably minute. But it had nothing to do with strength. He was the product of that greatest of things, around since the dawn of all.

He was destiny’s child.


35 / Just a Test


“Is this the truth? Of everything?”

Cloudhawk had suspected a lot of this, but even when everything was laid out before him, it was still hard to believe. It was incredible that the diminutive struggle of their small planet was being played out across all corners of every universe.

It turned out this was a true, existential disaster to all life. A desperate struggle for self-preservation on a super-cosmic scale. The emergence of gods and demons, their brutal war, was all a product of this eons-long search.

In all that time of wide-scale experimentation, Cloudhawk was the sole creature to exhibit true divine potential. The key component the Quintessence needed to avoid returning to the void.

So everything… everything was because of him? All the millions of lives lost and civilizations destroyed were just to find him?

When Cloudhawk saw it for what it was, he had to stop himself from laughing at how ridiculous it all seemed.

“So you see how important you are to us, to everything. All of those sacrifices were unnecessary. What has occurred cannot be reversed, but you can stop what will come.”

The God King’s voice continued to invade his thoughts. It bore a bewitching sort of allure.

“Offer your spirit. Contribute everything you are, a sacrifice so that all sacrifices might end. In exchange, countless civilizations will rise. Peace will reign across the multiverse. Countless lost spirits will be absolved, and order will be returned.”

Cloudhawk was in a trance. For the first time in a long time, he was at a loss.

Maybe the God King was right. All of this war, slavery, and sacrifice could be avoided. If Cloudhawk gave himself up.

He was shaken to his core. Cloudhawk didn’t know what he was doing all of this for anymore. He had shouldered all the responsibility, led his men into battle. He witnessed the world in its sordid state and took in its devastation.

None of it was supposed to happen. He could make it all stop.

Cloudhawk wasn’t some savior. He didn’t think he had the power to save every civilization across space and time. But maybe he could bring it all grinding to a halt. Maybe that button had always been in his hand.

“One final sacrifice. In comparison to all the suffering that could be, is it not a small price? Do you not hear the cries of lament from every corner of every universe? Do you not feel the suffering you cause to your planet and all others? Why do you hesitate!?”

This captivating power continued to tug at him. He slowly raised his weapon and stared at the dark, smooth blade.

Maybe he was right…

Maybe if he killed himself here, it would all stop. Human desires and values were so insignificant in the face of it all. If one death meant hundreds lived, it might still be a dilemma to some. But if that one life equaled thousands, millions, billions of others?

The God King went on. “Your friends, companions, and soldiers are all at war in Sumeru. With every passing second, more lives are lost. The only one who can stop all of this is you.”

“I refuse!” Cloudhawk allowed his arm to drop. Scarlet eyes behind a hideous mask turned again towards the Quintessence. The confusion was all gone. “Don’t waste any more effort, God King. I will not let your kind succeed.”

As he spoke, Cloudhawk felt a vast and invisible power grow. It filled the space, and the flow of time froze solid. Was the God King finally going to make his move? An attack with the power of time?

Once the God King froze time in this area, he could theoretically freeze everything. Energy, matter, or any change in space was affected because everything required the passage of time.

Was this it? The last act, to defeat the God King? Cloudhawk had been struggling towards this moment for so, so long. Light flashed from his left eye, and the area around him rippled like water. Where this vortex touched, time flowed anew.

Their conflict had become a war over time.

You could describe time around Cloudhawk like a frozen sheet of ice and Cloudhawk himself as an icebreaker vessel. By virtue of pure force, he withstood the God King’s grip, charging forward to launch his attack.

“Your mastery of time remains feeble.”

“It may be feeble, but it’s obviously strong enough to fight back!”

Cloudhawk was drawing closer to the God King. The Quintessence continued to strengthen its dominion over time, forcing a sudden surge. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk continued to wield his own power in opposition, forcing time to remain stable in his vicinity.

Godslayer lashed out.

Though still at a distance, Godslayer’s bite traversed space and found purchase in the God King’s form. The dark blade ran him through. But no defenses? No evasion? Cloudhawk was taken aback by the lack of resistance. He knew his opponent to be far stronger than this.

His opponent’s form gradually began to fade. As it did, a thought wormed its way into Cloudhawk’s mind.

“I wait in Sumeru.”

The link they shared was severed. He retreated from this illusory space, and when his senses returned, he was in a familiar place. The landing platform within the subspace cube.

The portals to Sumeru were open. The invasion was in progress.

“Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Nerves ran high. They were about to go where no other soul had tread. The home of the gods who had imprisoned them for so long. No one knew what awaited them on the other side.

“With me! Charge!”

Haborym’s demonic voice growled over the din. He took the lead, both hands wrapped on the haft of his terrible battleax. He was first to cross the threshold, leaving not a ripple to mark his passage.

Thousands of metallic bodies, clutching tightly to their weapons, marched onto the second landing platform. Like a ravenous maw, it swallowed them all up.

Cloudhawk looked at Selene. She looked back. With a smile and a small nod, she drew Sublime Transcendence from her back and dashed through the first portal.

He figured it out after a second. Cloudhawk’s clash with the God King hadn’t been real, but it wasn’t right to call it an illusion either. Their battle had happened. In the instant he tore open those portals, the God King’s power had poured through and into Cloudhawk’s body. Everything he experienced after that had been a trick of time.

He felt as though ages had passed, but in reality, it’d been less than a fraction of a second. No one nearby had any inkling anything had happened. And all the while, the God King sat upon his throne in Sumeru, motionless. What Cloudhawk had battled was a projection through time.

Was there no limit to this monster’s power?

Cloudhawk had still somewhat underestimated his foe, but when the arrow was nocked, it must fly. He had to pass through the portal. The real fight was ahead.


36 / Second Time Around


Cloudhawk’s forces poured into Sumeru. Nothing stood in their way, and – at least so far – the invasion was progressing without issue.

Selene was prepared for anything once she got to the other side, but what she did not expect was a lack of resistance. Nothing stood in the way of her soldiers. No danger was there to meet them. It felt less like the lair of the gods and more like an empty nest.

Of course, it was anything but empty. When she looked closely, she spied slight distortions in the area around them, just in time to watch enormous warships emerge. Below them, scores of divine soldiers marched into view, lined up neatly in their divisions. And yet, for some reason, they did not attack.

“What are they doing?”

“They were ready for us. Why aren’t they attacking?”

Selene, Phoenix, Frost, and the others looked at the unsettling scene. It filled them with dread – and not just them, but every division of the invading army was treated to the same welcome. It seemed the gods had accurately predicted their arrival, down to the smallest detail. For instance, the concentration of soldiers near where Gehenna’s forces had entered was stronger by a large margin.

The God King knew they were coming and with what strength. He had laid out the red carpet and simply waited for his enemies to waltz in, like fish into the net. Although their total numbers were minimal, especially when compared to the whole of Sumeru’s strength, that was not to say it was weak by any measure. Each warrior was an agent of destruction, and with their advanced gear, there was certain to be a terrible cost in lives when fighting broke out.

But for now at least, they didn’t move a muscle. They let a perfect opportunity to catch their visitors by surprise go to waste. Instead, they floated in the air, perfect figures encased in resplendent armor like statues, holding vigil. But whatever the situation, humanity had come with its allies for a purpose, and there was no turning back.

“Attack! Kill the false gods!”

It was the second division that took hostile action first. Lights burst from ships, hundreds of hypersonic missiles that raced for the enemy’s front lines. Their bombs tore across Sumeru at dozens of times the speed of sound to deliver their nuclear payloads.

Boom! Boom-boom! Boom!

Explosions began to rock the divine city.

Sumeru was filled with structures ordinary mortals couldn’t understand. But whatever they were made of or however they remained standing, whether they were military or civilian, they were all targets. The unknown was dangerous, so everything had to be torn down to its foundations.

Mushroom clouds choked the sky. A storm of light and heat blanketed Sumeru. All manner of buildings and strange devices were devoured by nuclear rage. The fierce energy plowed through the defenses of their enemies.

Was that it? Was it really so easy? By the look of things, Sumeru was much more fragile than anticipated.

The results of this opening salvo were reported to the first and second divisions. By now, all their forces were through the portals. The bubble dimension of Sumeru was a strange place, with distorted areas of space and upended gravity. But the soldiers handpicked to fight this war were not ordinary grunts. They were skilled enough that the unfriendly environment would not impede their ability to fight.

Selene’s voice roared over the sound of nuclear fallout. “Attack!”

Fervent roars answered, mixed with the sound of warship cannons and heavy artillery. The whole strength of the invading army was unleashed. The soldiers had all been ready for this moment and reacted to the enemy’s exposed home. Sumeru was operating with limited defenses, with the bulk of its army on the warpath.

All three divisions went to work.

Although the first round of attacks didn’t reach the divine army itself, it did clear away many of the obstacles in the way. Bloodlust infected humanity’s forces, and they prepared to advance. But before the order was given, some began to notice something unusual.

“Hold! Something isn’t right! The buildings… they’re repairing themselves!”

The message was quickly passed along. With shocked expressions, the soldiers watched as twisted and blackened structures warped back to their original shapes. It took only a handful of seconds for the damage caused by their opening salvo to be undone.

“What’s going on?”

“Again! Fire again!”

Another round of missiles was sent across the city, but once again, the damage was repaired. Nothing they did seemed to be permanent. Even if nothing remained of a target, it popped back into being a few moments later. In no more than a minute, the aftermath left by hundreds of nuclear warheads disappeared, like it had never happened.

Impossible!

They watched it happen. Volley after volley of missiles, striking objectives. How could all of that destruction just be reversed? It was strange, as though this place had a set total of mass that could not be altered. And not just quantity, but distribution as well. It all defied being changed.

In other words, Sumeru was impossible to destroy.

Surprise and alarm flitted through the rebel ranks. If this was so, then it was a sort of passive weapon to confound invaders. Once set, nothing could be changed. All the effort and materials they put into their attacks were useless and made no permanent changes.

It was at this time that Sumeru’s armies began to act.

Warships opened firing ports, and the black bore of psi-cannons emerged. Scores of terrible weapons sparked to life and laid into the invading force. Why choose now to attack, though? Had they just been waiting for all their prey to stumble into the net?

“Attack! Move forward!”

A fierce exchange between god and man commenced.

Sumeru’s soldiers were few in number but individually powerful. Many were Supremes and could not be underestimated. Only Gehenna’s soldiers could hold the line against such an enemy. The other two divisions immediately began to suffer heavy casualties.

The psi-cannons were fully charged. Each one contained tremendous mental power. Almost nothing could withstand a direct shot unless it possessed equally potent strength.

Cloudhawk reacted at just the right moment.

Ominous distortion appeared before the barrels just as they released their payloads. As though firing randomly through a refractor, their blasts lanced off in all directions. Some slammed into the divine forces themselves, evaporating anything they came into contact with. Hundreds of gods were eliminated in the blink of an eye.

“Close the distance! Our weapons can’t match theirs. If we don’t get in close, they’ll tear us to shreds!”

All three divisions tore into their foes, using everything in their arsenal to deal as much punishment as they could. The frightening exchange of energy enveloped Sumeru and all those within it.

Legion spoke directly into Cloudhawk’s mind. “My King, we don’t have the forces to keep up this fight for long.”

Cloudhawk had already recognized a number of factors. For instance, the structures here could not be destroyed. Its buildings and defensive installations were indestructible. Even their soldiers were being supported by some unseen force. In less than fifteen minutes, all the losses they’d suffered were brought back.

Yes, even the soldiers that were completely destroyed by the psi-cannons were resurrected, even if there was nothing left of them. It was like fighting an immortal army. Was that the reality? Were the defenders of Sumeru as immortal as the city they protected?

If that was the case, then Cloudhawk could have brought a hundred – a thousand times more troops than he had and they would still be useless.

“These gods can’t be killed. They’re surrounded by a region of distorted time that reverses when they’ve been attacked. The core of that power has to be the God King.” Legion gave his assessment to Cloudhawk. “We have to push through to their leader. Otherwise, we’re doomed.”

“I’ll deal with him.”

“Go with the elders. They will be of use.”

Cloudhawk didn’t waste time. Using his spatial powers, he tore open a portal, gathered the demons, and prepared to step through into the heart of Sumeru.

It was risky, but until the God King was dealt with, there was no way to stop the divine army from regenerating. They were damned unless something changed. Whatever the cost, Cloudhawk had to put an end to his nemesis before his own forces were wiped out.


37 / Confronting the God King


Dozens of demon elders rallied with Cloudhawk to make the assault. Among them were Legion, Korath, Haborym, and Belial. They would travel through the portal from the outreaches of Sumeru to its centermost point.

This dimension was a place without gravity. Huge unidentified objects floated all around like a loose collection of islands. They each released waves of intense energy.

Sumeru was constantly undergoing changes as time reversed damage caused by the war. These devices were what kept the process going. They were all suspended around a massive column of light reaching up from the center of the city. No reference frame existed to differentiate up from down, so the scores of dark figures that appeared were scattered all around the islands.

The elders did not expect to slip so easily into the most sacred part of Sumeru. It was said that this was where Sumeru controlled all the gods across the universe. As the most important part of their society, it should have been well defended.

How strong was the God King? Even now, Cloudhawk didn’t have a real answer. He wasn’t confident about his chances but still charged forth without hesitation. He was like a gambler, putting all his chips on one hand and praying for a lucky draw. This was their only chance for survival.

The elders scanned the area carefully. There were no soldiers here or defenses of any kind. Only a single figure, alone among the light and islands.

Belial’s eyes went wide. “That’s-”

“Yes, the God King.” Korath’s tone was bleak.

The Fifth Seal’s eyes were fixed on their enemy. “He plans to defend the heart of Sumeru by himself. The God King’s arrogance knows no bounds!”

Cloudhawk had encountered this entity before, in the world of illusion. Now was their first time meeting face-to-face. On the surface, there wasn’t much to distinguish the King from his people, other than the fact that he was a little taller. He cut an imposing figure, clad in the silver and white armor typical of his race as though wrapped in jade.

Although he might not look much different from the others, there was no question that the stuff of this being was anything but similar to the puppets he commanded. He was a Quintessence, born from the nothingness between realities. This being before them was a result of the split that fractured its personality.

A Quintessence did not have a physical body. Their composition was not something mortal minds could describe or understand. Beyond an innate ability to alter matter, it also had the power to manipulate the uncontrollable. Any Quintessence was a prophet, able to wield time and space with a thought.

“Here we are. Finally, the moment we have anticipated for so long.” The God King’s thoughts were transmitted to all of them. “You are an excellent specimen. Only one final step is needed to achieve perfection.”

“What’s missing?” Cloudhawk challenged.

“Defeating me.”

“Let’s fix that then.”

Their exchange lasted a fraction of a second. In the next instant, the God King released a power that galvanized Sumeru’s most basic essence. His will spread rapidly across the area and enveloped everyone nearby.

Gehenna’s denizens had only heard tales of this mystical power over time. No demon that faced the God King ever survived. Any insights they had in combating his abilities died with them.

“Be wary. In this place, time is entirely under his command,” Legion growled the warning. “While in his domain, he is invincible. We are helpless.”

Cloudhawk didn’t need Legion to tell him how precarious their situation was. What they called the Time Domain was an area of space flooded with the God King’s power. Here, the flows of time were subject to his every whim.

With a thought, time could speed up, slow down, stop, or flow backwards. In the event Cloudhawk and his allies managed to kill the God King, their foe could simply will it to be undone. They would be brought right back to the start of the fight.

Unless one’s mind was powerful enough, it wasn’t just time that would reverse. Even memories and thoughts would be restored. This meant that so long as the domain was maintained, nothing could destroy the God King.

But his attacks could pass through time.

That meant that he might miss with an attack at one point, but if someone were to pass through the area where the attack happened, they might suddenly be struck by what happened in the past or future. The God King’s attacks existed across time, unavoidable traps waiting to be sprung.

“It is time. Show me what potential I can extract. Show me that you are truly ready to become the child of destiny.” The God King’s form split into two, then four, and continued until there was a legion of him. This wasn’t some trick or illusion. Each copy was real, and soon, there were hundreds ready to attack.

Suddenly, all the demon elders felt their hope dwindling. What was this? Real duplication!

Cloudhawk could see through the deception. This wasn’t duplication, but mirror images pulled through moments in time. By manipulating flows, he gathered instances of himself from other “whens” and brought them to the present. It was a way to fight across time and space.

Cloudhawk remembered the first time he encountered the God King. It was an exchange that occurred from a distance of one thousand years. The God King was able to kill something a full millennium in the future. This wasn’t something mortals could understand, much less contend with. But such was the God King’s power.

“Here I come!”

The God King appeared suddenly among the demons. Each iteration wielded a semi-translucent blade composed of time-energy that ignored armor or psychic defenses, for nothing could resist the erosion of time. One of the elders was caught off guard, and the sword was buried in their gut. In an instant, they disintegrated into dust.

Legion’s cold voice rang in their minds. “Keep him tied down. Don’t let him strike you!”

For all the God King’s strength, his power was not infinite. He was constantly resurrecting Sumeran forces in combat outside while also at war with Gehenna’s elders and their Demon King. It was a lot to manage at once.

Most of the God King’s reflections were headed his way. As scores of shimmering swords closed in, he felt space warp, as though he were falling into a bottomless abyss of time.

The God King’s weapon attacked through the power of time. If it struck, every atom in every cell would be transported billions of years into the future. This universe was only ten billion years old, and there was no living thing that could outlive the cosmos. With the passage of such extreme lengths of time, all the stars in the entire universe would extinguish and grow dark.


38 / The Nature of the Universe


The God King’s temporal copies continued to expand through his domain. Each one attacked with the indomitable power of time behind them.

So long as the area was suffused with his power, the God King’s dominance was absolute. He could tailor the flows of time to his whims. His swords, weapons made of time, could eliminate any living thing they touched and cause any hostile energy to wither. Where they passed, the flows of time rippled like churning waters. Their static, forward flows were now chaotic and unpredictable.

Erratic changes in time caused space to ripple. The whole world was a twisted representation of reality.

Unless one’s body was tough enough, their will strong, their spirit firm, they would succumb to these turbulent currents. The effects on the body were dramatic and intense, enough to throw every cell into upheaval. Even Cloudhawk had to focus all his effort on not being ripped apart.

The God King was invincible. He was the master of time, plucking it the way a musician plucked a guitar string. He reversed it as he pleased, stopped it to foil attacks, forced it to do what he wished. Myriad were his tools to diffuse the strength of his enemies. Time, when wielded in battle, was an insurmountable power.

Cloudhawk’s first instinct was to try and buy them some time, strange as that sounded. Mighty though their foe was, commanding time came at a price even for the God King. Sumeru’s leader not only battled the Demon King and Gehenna’s elders, but also supported his armies battling on the outskirts of the city. By all rights, he would become exhausted eventually and would no longer maintain his dominant position.

However…

Cloudhawk quickly discovered his assumptions were wrong. The God King was more dangerous than he knew. Here in Sumeru, his powers were greatly empowered. Not only were his attacks without flaw, but they were also getting stronger. With the power of the Eye of Time, Cloudhawk managed to peer through time just enough to keep himself alive. He couldn’t find any opening to fight back.

Another demon elder was felled by the temporal blade. The God King’s doubles continued to increase.

Legion and the others were not the Quintessence’s primary target, but they were still struggling to keep up. Two more demons were vanquished in an instant. Beyond the immediate challenges, Cloudhawk also had to fear the erratic change in the rate of time here.

What if time in the domain was ten times faster than it was outside? A hundred times? While he was fighting the God King here, the war outside could have been going on for days or more.

If that were true, the rest of Sumeru’s forces would have plenty of time to come back as reinforcements. Under the power of the God King, his soldiers were effectively immortal. No force in this universe or any other could defeat an army like this. Defeat was only a matter of time, and time was entirely under their foe’s control.

Dozens of temporal blades cut through the void. Their target wasn’t Cloudhawk, though. Instead, they released a deluge of energy that churned time into a chaotic storm. Even different pockets of his mind were experiencing time differently. A normal man would have gone mad, but Cloudhawk was able to disassociate his mind from this and maintain a grip on sanity.

However, the God King’s power was ubiquitous. It flowed into any opening and could not be avoided. If Cloudhawk didn’t find some way to fight back, he and everyone fighting with him would die in this place. Here in this extreme environment, he sensed more clearly the power and opportunity of time.

Cloudhawk possessed a small talent for manipulating time, though it wasn’t much to speak of. Without the medium of his Eye, he could exert minimal control, but this was useless in the face of his enemy. The bottom line was he simply didn’t understand the power well enough.

Time was one of the cosmos’ most mysterious powers. There were three cardinal powers of the universe: time, space, and matter. Three fundamental elements whose natures were closely related.

Time. Space. Matter. Each unique, yet irrevocably connected.

Without time, there was no change in space or matter – no growth, birth, evolution, or decline. Without space, the mode within which time and matter operated would cease to be. And without matter, time and space could not be measured and would mean nothing.

Time. Space. Matter. Together, they made the universe and its most basic laws. Ordinarily, there were no living things with the power to tamper with these elements, for if they could, they would be masters of the universe. They could bend the laws of reality as they wished. That was what the Quintessences were.

Indeed, it was because that magnificent race could wield these elements that they were able to traverse whole realities. The laws of the universe were decoded directly at the source, adapted as needed.

Cloudhawk knew where the God King came from. A spirit of the nothingness between places, but incomplete. After his schism, the perfect spirit became marred. That was the opening, their opportunity to break his supremacy.

He needed to command a power that overrode even time. The complete force of universal law that a true Quintessence controlled.

If Cloudhawk was really this child of destiny, if he was really supposed to become the new breed of Quintessence, then it wasn’t impossible. He knew himself and the power he wielded. No relic was beyond his control, and that meant he ruled matter. After absorbing the Demon King’s experiences and memories, space was his to command.

Time. Space. Matter.

Of the three elements, only his grasp of time was lacking. If Cloudhawk wanted to defeat the God King and crack his hold on reality, he would need to take a risk.

Dozens of temporal blades were tearing his way.

In a move that stunned all the demon elders, he summoned all his strength into his Eye of Time and overloaded it. It was wholly ruined, and without it as a medium, Cloudhawk’s powers of time were harshly limited. Certainly not capable of protecting him from the God King’s attacks.

The sword drew closer to the young Demon King.

Cloudhawk gave up everything to the hands of fate. A gamble built on sudden instinct.


39 / Final Evolution


To control time, Cloudhawk had to understand time.

What sort of creature could control time more perfectly than a Quintessence? The God King was a spirit that existed beyond the multiverse. An avatar of time, one with it!

Cloudhawk didn’t have the luxury to learn these mysteries at his own pace. His only path forward was to take a desperate risk, to face the strongest dangers that time possessed in order to grasp all that it meant. He had to trust in himself, that he would not be so easily struck down by his enemy.

A dozen temporal blades bit into the young Demon King’s body.

In that moment, Cloudhawk felt the God King’s essence dissipate. His domain vanished. The demons, Sumeru… everything was swallowed up by a perfect nothingness.

A host of semi-translucent blades jutted from him, glowing with power. Their power hung over him in an egg-shaped shell. Inside was a realm of only time. Here, there was no matter or space, no light or temperature. Nothing, except time. Cloudhawk could only float inside and let the flows pass through him.

An hour.

A day.

A month.

Here he remained, sealed, but conscious of every passing second.

There was no hunger or thirst to worry about, not that it would be possible to get any sustenance in this place without matter. A mortal would die quickly in this stasis, but Cloudhawk was supported by the Demon King’s Cuirass. It would not let him die.

He was lucid, but it was the only part of him that functioned. His body would not move. His powers were meaningless. All he could do was be here and feel every moment and time stretched on without end.

Was this how the God King’s “temporal sword” worked? He’d watched a number of demon elders turn to dust when struck. But while it seemed like just an instant to him, the truth was far crueler. Victims were flung into a cage of time just like the sort he was in now. Time stretched… and stretched… and stretched until the body completely broke down.

To the world outside, it all happened in the blink of an eye, but to the target, it was a torturous eternity. Millions, even billions of years. Even the most tenacious being would eventually succumb to the passage of time. The youngest and most brilliant stars lose their sparks at some point.

No possibility existed to escape from this ruthless damnation.

As the God King’s blades struck, their power was unleashed. Unless an even greater power was used to break this temporal prison, the victim would be condemned to suffering every second of their long decline.

Were any other creature in Cloudhawk’s place, they would not retain their power of thought once locked in the shell. Their bodies and souls would erode over time and disappear. Thanks to Cloudhawk’s evolved constitution and his talent for spatial power, he was able to keep his wits.

But this was not necessarily a good thing.

If he failed to free himself, he would be forced to experience himself slowly wither and decay. An unimaginable loneliness, an emptiness he could never escape. An eternity of static solitude without anyone or anything to interact with. It was like digging one’s brain out and throwing it alive into the vast nothingness of space. No consciousness could suffer such torment.

Cloudhawk continued to feel the flows of time. Over a month passed like this. By then, he was growing tired.

Two months passed, second by agonizing second.

Three months. Four months. Five….

A year. Two years. Three years…

His resolve began to crumble. To be stuck for so long…

Time marched on, stable and unending. The minutes continued to add up without fail until it all blended together and there was only numbness. At some point, he realized he had lost the ability to measure how many years had passed. About as long as he’d been alive, or so he figured.

He’d experienced so much in his thirty years. Even counting the crawling time within his subspace cube, Cloudhawk wasn’t more than thirty years old before his fight with the God King. That seemed right, that twenty or thirty years had passed since then.

He couldn’t speak in this prison. Couldn’t move. Not a single finger. To even twitch a muscle seemed like an impossible dream. All this time, the temporal swords continued to emit their power.

Cloudhawk remained aware through it all. He knew these last thirty years were a drop in the bucket for all the rest of eternity he would spend in this cage. A man of weaker will would have gone insane long ago.

But he didn’t give up. From the very beginning, he focused on learning the mysteries of time.

Isolation gave him all the time he needed to study its secrets. He knew now the nature of its flow. Once he began to understand, microscopic fractures began to appear in a handful of the temporal blades holding him here.

These infinitesimally small cracks gave him hope.

He could do it. He could beat this curse.

Thus, he continued to pay attention to the time as it ticked by, its energies and laws, and as time built upon time, he came to understand it better. The cracks in the swords spread, deepened. In a few years, he felt he finally had what he needed.

Time to go.

It started with his hands. Ever so slightly, his fingers started to twitch. At an agonizingly slow pace, he raised his left hand, and pale white spatial energy was released. From his right hand, the silver power of time emerged. These were the elements; his left hand commanded space, his right hand controlled time, and his body held dominion over matter.

Without any material reference, the flow of time was meaningless.

Without matter as a scaffold, space was nothing.

All three aspects of the universe were interdependent. Introducing them back into this solitary extreme, Cloudhawk could break the shackles of time holding him. If he could harness the most basic laws of reality, then reality could never harm him!

He was ready.

Cloudhawk brought his hands together.

In that instant, a shockwave of fundamental essence was released from his body. The blades buried within him shattered, and his prison collapsed. Cloudhawk was deposited back into the heart of Sumeru with his allies.

In his mind, it was a trial that had lasted decades. A grueling marathon test of will. Yet to the demon elders, it appeared as if the God King’s temporal blades had shattered upon impact with their leader.

How? Such terrible power, ignored! Was their leader immune to the attacks of their foe?

The God King attacked again, yet the blades of time dissolved in his grasp before they could form. The Quintessence and Legion both recognized the change in Cloudhawk. His aura was different, like he was floating somewhere just outside of the universe and yet was still a part of it.

Cloudhawk had lost an eye, but he saw more now than ever before. He saw everything in its most basic elements.

Reality was a weave of strings, humming at different frequencies. They intertwined to create existence. Cloudhawk’s interventions were no longer constrained to dancing across the surface of these threads. Instead, he was like a man rewriting the code of the universe. Any outcome he desired was realized with a thought.

Reality was just a computer program.

It was made up of cells or units; space, time, matter, souls, psyche, life – lines of code which he could erase or amend on a whim. He was in control of the root, not a master of it but able to change it as he pleased. If he wished, he could change the underlying laws of this universe. In theory, there was nothing he wasn’t capable of.

“At last... the new Quintessence arises.”

The God King and Legion knew what this moment meant. Cloudhawk’s evolution was complete. He had emerged as a primordial spirit of creation. A true god in its infancy, but a god nonetheless.

What he had become, no other creature or “god” could compare. No matter how strong the being or advanced their technology, or however potent their energies, in the eyes of a true god, they were insignificant. In the eyes of a true god, they were motes of code easily tampered with. He was unequivocally omnipotent and all-powerful.

The God King and the Grand Elder were conflicted. They had both waited for this moment for a long time. This was the fruit of their efforts.


40 / True God


No mortal could oppose a true god! It was an unbreakable law, a strict impossibility. Gods, humans, demons – these were creatures of flesh and blood, mortal races only. Only a true god could fight a true god. Only the laws of the universe could combat the fundamental nature of reality.

The Demon King and God King as they existed before were fragments of a true Quintessence. From the instant of their schism, they became imperfect. Their power was incomplete. Both wielded a portion of the cosmic elements, and neither was whole. Thus, they were mortal.

What did power in the hands of a mortal mean in the face of true supremacy? What difference did absolute strength make against one who could rewrite the laws of the universe? Even if one wielded the power to extinguish galaxies in a single breath, this power was meaningless to a true god. They were on different planes of existence. Comparison was impossible.

Cloudhawk’s understanding of these powers was in its infancy, but it was still enough to combat this King. His first act was to correct the chaotic flows of time. The demon elders and Cloudhawk were all freed from the impregnable domain of the God King.

Their enemy’s inexhaustible powers and temporal copies all vanished. What remained was a lone figure, the God King as he existed in the present.

Upon seeing this, Legion issued a command to the surviving demon elders. “Fall back. You cannot help with this fight.”

They welcomed the order. The God King’s power had shaken them to their core, and they likely would not have survived for much longer.

An obvious gulf existed between their King and the lord of Sumeru. Except, suddenly, there had been a change. The demons weren’t sure what happened just now, but a shift had overcome Cloudhawk that changed him completely. Now, he could dispel the God King’s power with the ease of waving off a fly. Obviously, this conflict was beyond their ability to influence, so they placed their hopes in the Demon King.

The God King viewed this change with indifference. His resplendent armor shone with mysterious power, and a temporal storm exploded forth. It washed over Cloudhawk and formed into tens of thousands of shimmering swords. Scores of temporal blades hacked at him.

Cloudhawk simply watched them come. As they smashed into him, the weapons of condensed time simply ceased to exist.

Such an attack exacted a heavy toll on the God King, but it cost Cloudhawk nothing to resist it. With a thought, he adjusted the rules of space and time around himself to eliminate the threat. The blades struck him with all the force of a gentle breeze.

Shocked expressions were pasted on the faces of the elders as they looked on. The God King’s attacks were useless!

The God King tried to peer into time, to predict Cloudhawk’s next move. Only, he discovered that from the moment Cloudhawk grasped the laws of the universe, his prophetic vision was robbed from him. He could no longer see the future of Sumeru, or what Cloudhawk would do next. Changes to the code made it impossible to follow the flows of time anymore.

He reached out his hands, and a spear shot forth from his palms. The energies contained inside were intense and palpable. The Demon King as he had existed a moment ago would surely have been overwhelmed by it. Indeed, there were precious few in any universe capable of withstanding the God King’s spear.

Cloudhawk saw everything. In his eyes, all energy was the same, regardless of complexity or strength. The God King’s spear of condensed time was a string of code, nothing more. Everything in the universe was just strings of information, bits of universal data. The so-called universe itself was just a mathematical model of variables put together in infinite combinations.

It was like code running through a computer system. If you could read the program, you could understand how it all worked, even annihilate and create information out of thin air.

Cloudhawk reached out with a hand and took hold of the spear. To him, it wasn’t a spear in his hand, but merely a brief ripple of information.

He picked away at its structure and decompressed the data. Its stability was infected with chaos, and the spear dissolved away before everyone’s eyes.

Cloudhawk was truly invincible, no matter what attacks were thrown his way. Cloudhawk could be as small and frail as an ant, but after mastering the laws of the universe, a hundred thousand nuclear bombs were nothing. Unskilled though he was, against a single mortal, his understanding was sufficient.

“Are you confident in your grasp of time?”

Cloudhawk weaved together time into a cone shape. It didn’t look especially powerful – at least not to the God King. He could summon hundreds of these cones. But the truth was he could summon countless barriers and none could stop the attack that was to come, for it was encoded with the laws of everything. It was separate from this reality and did not obey the limitations of this universe.

When he released it, the cone burst through the God King’s defenses and directly into his body. Time froze. However much he tried to reverse the flow, it would not obey him. He remained conscious, however, and watched Cloudhawk slowly approach.

Cloudhawk looked at the God King, a collection of shifting data points. He didn’t completely understand it with his amateur capabilities, but he knew enough to change it. “You have lost.”

The God King neither acknowledged nor denied this. “But your fight has only just begun.”

Reaching out a hand, Cloudhawk pushed it into the God King’s body. He adjusted the fragmented Quintessence on a fundamental level, introducing inconsistencies into the data. All the strings of information that made up his mind, spirit, and even thought began to unravel. No more complete destruction existed in all the multiverse.

The God King had lost. It was certain. Despite his name, the God King was no true god. Unfortunately for him, his opponent now was.

Cloudhawk was preparing to erase the God King from this existence and all others when something unexpected occurred. The data model that was the “God King” began to leak, as though something was sucking it away.

Cloudhawk’s attention was drawn towards the leak. The power released by his foe was coalescing in another location not far away. Very close in fact – within Legion’s body.

“What…?”

He saw the data that comprised the Grand Elder begin to modify itself. A strange shift not unlike the sort he had just undergone.

Legion regarded these events with calm detachment, almost as though he knew it would happen. “You are the one chosen by destiny. From the birth of the universe, it was your responsibility to shoulder the burden of resurrecting our race.”

Cloudhawk waved his hand, releasing a wave of elemental power.

But upon striking Legion, it was harmlessly turned away.


41 / Fate Never Changes


Cloudhawk examined Legion’s change more closely. It was then that he discovered that Legion wasn’t the demon he thought he was. There was something special about him, a quality within his form that ordinary people could not see.

Cloudhawk’s vision could pierce the constraints of his fleshy eyes. He saw beyond the physical and into the contents of one’s mind and soul where the essence of what they were was constructed.

Legion was an entanglement of massive amounts of data. Contained within him was a trove of data orders of magnitude beyond that of any god, demon, or human. Furthermore, with every passing second, that information increased. What made up Legion was spilling out in all directions.

Say that the data stored in a demon’s body was one unit of universal information – the equivalent to one kilobyte in a computer. The God King, in comparison, was more akin to ten megabytes. And Legion? Even as Cloudhawk watched, he was surpassing a hundred gigabytes.

An ordinary mortal thing couldn’t contain so much information. What he saw in Legion was nothing natural.

“You have always been another fragment of a Quintessence.”

Legion hadn’t moved at all until now. Then, with a wave of his hand, the remaining demon elders all dissolved into ash. They all dissipated on the wind as meaningless specks of subatomic material. The data that made them up vanished from the universe.

With a mere wave of his hand, Legion had erased the leadership of the demon race like deleting files from a computer system. It showed the Grand Elder now possessed mastery of universal law. His oblivious victims had no way to defend themselves.

“The soul of my race is made from time, space, and matter. The three elements in harmony.”

Legion’s brief psychic explanation was enough to reveal the truth.

When the Quintessence began its search for destiny’s chosen, this super-intelligent creature began to suffer from confusion and contradictions. He knew that his goal ran in contrast to the natural order. It flew in the face of destiny’s plan. Thus, within itself was born a seed – a seed of rebellion.

A Quintessence was a creature of absolutely purity whose form was beyond the grasp of mortals. When these contradictions were introduced, the being could no longer maintain its pure self and experienced a schism.

One portion understood that it should not stand in the way of fate, that to condemn billions of other races to death for its own life was wrong. The other portion felt that its race deserved to continue. It wanted to live. The clash between these strongly held beliefs was what caused the fracture.

From the standpoint of humans and the other races of the cosmos, the former was correct. The Quintessence should give up its pursuit of eternal life, submit to the will of destiny, and return to the void. The latter fragment of will was not afraid to spit in the face of fate and condemn the universe to oblivion, all to discover the child of destiny and absorb it. A drastic plan to save its species from fading away.

All this time, Cloudhawk had been wrong. So very, very wrong.

It was the God King that represented the righteous will. He was willing to sacrifice himself and his species, taking on the mission of fate. Yes, its species was crucial in the dissemination and creation of creative elements, but it should not destroy the civilizations under its protection to lengthen its longevity.

It was the Demon King who bore the selfish fragment of will. He refused to give up his grip on existence, for him and his people. Thus, he worked tirelessly to destroy one civilization after another in search of destiny’s child. Once it awakened, this mote of data could be absorbed, breathing new life into an ancient and worthy race. It wasn’t alone. The desire for survival and continuation was written into the code of all living things.

Thus did the strife between two parts of one will persist for untold years. Until at last, the inevitable conflict arose a thousand years ago on the surface of Earth. For it was there that the necessary piece was discovered, that informosome that was the seed of destiny’s child.

For the first time, the two halves of the Quintessence were forced into conflict. One split into two. The first remained loyal to fate and turned his back on his own people. The latter betrayed the natural order and chose to fight tooth-and-nail for the survival of its species. The first was the God King. The latter was the Demon King.

But it was the God King who was the stronger of the two. His demonic counterpart was beaten and fled Sumeru.

The Demon King could not flee with the seed, nor was it capable of contacting others of its species and beseech their help after the schism. All it could do was abscond with this precious information, releasing many of the gods from servitude in the process.

Why liberate the gods?

Because the God King was stronger and was the master of Sumeru. The so-called gods were puppets dancing on strings, and if the Demon King could siphon them away, he could establish his own power base while weakening his opponent’s. This was how the demons came to be.

The Demon King continued to try and reach out to other Quintessences. But under the oppression of the God King, his efforts failed. Eventually, the conflict came to a head a thousand years ago during the Great War, and the Demon King was destroyed. But that little string of data, that primal seed, persisted. The God King knew that the universe needed a true god and had chosen not to stand in the way of its birth.

A millennium of searching and cultivation finally led the seed to a creature. A frail human, born among the ruins of a ravaged Earth. Cloudhawk.

This was why, although the God King had countless opportunities to snuff out his life, he chose not to. For all this time, the fragment of Quintessence was merely an observer. A foil to judge Cloudhawk’s growth.

But the God King underestimated even its own rebellious fragment.

Every Quintessence was composed of three elements: time, space, and matter. Even after their schism, both Kings possessed some measure of these. In fact, the Demon King knew his eventual defeat would come. As a result, he took the smallest and the most insignificant part of him, matter, and infused it into the first of the demons that he had created.

This demon was Legion.

Before his death, the Demon King repeated this and left a portion of his soul within the Grand Elder. Legion was his King’s most loyal subject and closest friend, but he also more than that – he was actually the Demon King’s brother.

In other words, although Legion appeared to be like any other demon on the surface, he actually bore a piece of the former Demon King. Matter, with a fragment of the will of space. Now that he had absorbed some of the God King, he had stolen time – and thus, he was made complete.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk understood everything.

Legion had become a true god, though weakly formed. Within his body was the frail spark of a Quintessence. It did not compare at all to the mature version of the species, but it possessed their power. Power enough to eliminate the fledgling God Cloudhawk had become.

“When you were very small, I told you once that everyone had their path to follow. There was no escaping it, no matter how one tried. From the instant of your birth, destiny had a plan for you – you were the chosen Demon King, and the child of fate. And once you merge with us, we will achieve true eternity.

“If you really believed in fate, you wouldn’t have done any of this,” Cloudhawk challenged. “If I really believed in fate, I never would have left the wastelands. In the end, we’re both fighting against our fate, but it’s the hand of destiny that pushes us forward. We’ve never changed it, and it’s never changed us.”

Legion paused. He was right. No one ever chose their destiny, and destiny didn’t choose its marks. Everything was inevitable. There was no escaping it.

Legion said nothing. Time and space roiled around him like a storm, powerful and cunning flows of elemental power that surged towards Cloudhawk.

This would be the final battle.

A war of two true gods.


42 / A War of Two True Gods


Cloudhawk and Legion acted at the same time.

The scant few demon elders who still lived were unable to follow what was happening. Until just this instant, their King and Grand Elder had been close allies. Why, after the God King’s defeat, were they now at each other’s throats?

Strangely, they felt no intense energy or contest of strength. Yet every demon – and even the humans and gods locked in battle nearby – felt their collision. It was abstruse. All of Sumeru instantly shifted into a void space as though it had faded from reality and become a dream.

These mortals could not comprehend the acts of these two true gods. Nor could they fathom the means by which they fought. The sky was absent from the expected flashes of energy, and the ground didn’t shake from impacts.

It was a confrontation on a higher level. Both men wielded the laws of existence as weapons!

A Quintessence was as close to a true god as one could be. If the universe was looked at as a computer system, true gods were system administrators. They controlled the architecture and bent it to their desires. With a thought, they could add, copy, erase, or amend any piece of it.

This included matter, energy, even souls and life itself. It defied explanation by the physical laws mortality was constrained by. Thus were these beings unbeatable and unkillable.

Mortals were powerless against Quintessences. Even if they could rip a star apart with their bare hands, they were still forced to follow the laws of the universe they lived in. All that they were – their spirits, thoughts, and bodies – were all pieces of a mathematical model they couldn’t break away from.

Cloudhawk and Legion had become more. They could see and change these structures. With the smallest alteration, they could make all mortal things crumble away, like a palace built on quicksand. All that they were would be rendered meaningless.

In short, everything that obeyed the laws of physics were no threat to a Quintessence because physics obeyed him.

Like a harmless amoeba in a petri dish, it couldn’t dream of challenging the scientists that put it there. They were constrained to their fluid, their tiny little world, while the scientist could make whatever adjustments they saw fit. Such fragile little things could be wiped out with no effort at all.

The two true gods existed on a different plane. And although inexplicable to mortals, their mode of combat was simple. Grasp the rules of creation and use them to destroy the other!

Each man knew what he was fighting against. After their ascension, their bodies could be destroyed, their minds and spirits unraveled, but they could not be truly killed. Through mastery of the powers of creation, they would merely form anew. It was impossible to completely erase the string of information that made them. A mote of data would always persist. The tiniest bit of data was enough to resurrect the whole.

Their battle was two hackers battling for control of the system. With no conventional way to destroy the other, the only path to victory was to wrest command of the rules from the other and delete them entirely.

Both fledgling gods had strengths to play on and weaknesses to exploit.

Cloudhawk’s handicap was how fresh this power was to him. His limited aptitude was a problem exacerbated by his slightly inferior ability. His deficiencies were Legion’s strengths and vice-versa. Legion’s weakness was his inability to completely eliminate Cloudhawk. The human-turned-god was too important to destroy completely. To do so would be to erase all of the demon’s centuries of effort.

Legion couldn’t kill his target and instead needed to contain him. Cloudhawk’s hands, however, were not tied. He was unscrupulous in his acts, clawing for any method to make sure Legion was cut from existence.

Legion’s will filled the space as though he were the embodiment of cosmic consciousness. “Do not resist. This is a struggle you cannot win. My race has waited for the birth of destiny’s child for countless millennia. Your end was written in the instant of your birth.”

Cloudhawk didn’t respond. He continued to struggle for supremacy, for enough control to silence his foe for good. But he was losing ground.

“If you cannot defeat me, how can you hope to defeat my people?” Legion’s will spread farther, becoming more potent. “Even if you could, how can you stand against all of my kind? So long as you exist, this universe is in danger of being annihilated.”

A wave of invisible, primal energy burst forth to envelope a radius of ten thousand meters. Demons elders who could not flee fast enough let out piercing screams as cracks appeared on them from head to toe. With deafening blasts, their bodies detonated, the fragments themselves exploding into ever smaller particles until even the atoms were ripped apart. All that was left was fragmented pieces of code before even that scattered into nothingness.

Absolute death. Nothing of them existed anymore. Even the most fundamental pieces of existence that were contained within them were deleted.

Those demons who still lived were filled with fear. They’d watched their companions die before them, but it wasn’t the death that scared them so. As those elders vanished, gradually, all memory of them vanished as well. It was as though they had never been!

Any part of the universe involving them, from footprints to homes to anything they touched, all was undone. Like smoke on a breeze, memories of those elders wafted away from the minds of the survivors.

Memories were just strings of information. Residuals of the things that created them. For creatures like Legion or Cloudhawk, these remnants were enough for them to re-form. In other words, if even a single being remembered them, there remained the tiniest impression. If Cloudhawk was atomized in this conflict, just the memory of him could be used to bring him back to life.

Thus, to these two true gods, life and death were meaningless. They could be changed, reversed, altered, and amended. To them, there was existence and non-existence. To destroy a thing was not enough. All their data must be removed from the universe’s collective memory.

With the complete destruction of the demon elders, the living ones forgot who they were and all they’d done. From the most fundamental memories, they were eliminated and all their influence forgotten. What they were and all they had done was cut out – and not just from those here. All demons, Gehenna, the earth, and all across the universe, these collections of data were wholly erased. Everything they ever did, said, touched, or interacted with was gone.

A violent surge of energy passed through Cloudhawk’s body. He saw fractures begin to appear in his legs, and then they broke apart. Legion’s attack had erased a portion of Cloudhawk’s code.

“Give in! You have no other choice!”

Legion’s hysterical command filled the cosmos.


43 / Boiling Point


After his legs dissolved, the glowing cracks continued to spread up Cloudhawk’s body. It was a strange sensation. Cloudhawk felt no pain, only his connection to reality weakening.

The demon elders who were erased were casualties of Legion’s assault on Cloudhawk. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and because of it, they ceased to have ever been.

As the new Quintessence’s primary target, Cloudhawk experienced an intensity one hundred thousand times stronger – a force that would have erased those mortals countless times. Yet only a fragment of his data was affected. So far, it did not threaten his existence.

He gathered the primal essence into a counterattack.

A portion of Cloudhawk was integrated into this fundamental law, searching for a way to delete Legion. In his eyes, Legion was a collection of data that flowed like an angry torrent. But there was something… a hole in the center of Legion’s chest.

A glow existed in that absence of code. Shards of light that constantly drifted out like water vapor. When he looked closer, he saw that the debris was infinitesimal portions of Legion’s essence escaping. It spread out in all directions, forming an ever-increasing network of cracks.

Both sides were slowly dissolving into non-existence.

The battle escalated to its boiling point in total silence, but was no less deadly. As the two wielded the essence of creation against one another, their surroundings were continuously influenced. Anything that crossed the event horizon was deleted.

It was like an invisible monster silently devouring everything in its path. Most frightening of all, this was silent and invisible to mortal creatures. Memories of anything that was erased were also eliminated.

Belial sensed an incomprehensible field of… something stretching out from their conflict. It frightened him, for he did not understand what it was or what sort of battle was taking place. He couldn’t remember what had happened just moments ago because that period of time no longer existed. It’d been forcibly erased. All the elders and everything else caught in that field were entirely forgotten.

All he knew was that gaping holes existed where he knew there used to be something. His fear came from a fundamental instinct that was screaming out. The battle between Legion and Cloudhawk was beyond his capabilities to understand. He couldn’t stay here. He had to run!

Belial’s most basic creed had always been self-preservation. He only took part in this doomed venture because Cloudhawk and Legion coerced him. Now, the two fought each other, and something terrible was creeping through the world towards him. How could he just stand by?

The other elders, sensing the same, all began to fall back.

Two were too slow and were caught in the field. Primal powers wrapped them up, and in a barbaric but never-remembered execution, they were erased. All traces of them vanished.

What horror! A war like this was unheard-of, inconceivable! The data that made up a mortal thing erased in an instant so that not even a memory remained.

The battle between Cloudhawk and Legion was reaching its climax. The forces they unleashed on one another were growing stronger and stronger, and the information that made them up was fading fast. But both held out, for the information that made up the two newborn gods was enormous.

Yet, they were not evenly matched.

Cloudhawk was erased up to his abdomen. Legion’s physical form was also dissipating but at a slower rate. At this rate, Cloudhawk would be unraveled, and when only a fragment of him was left, it would be sealed away. Legion would reach out to the rest of his race, and the string of data that was Cloudhawk would be used to restore them.

“Do not resist! You are the root of suffering for all the people of this universe! You are the herald of disaster! Do you care nothing for your mortal friends, for the young homeland you have built? If you do, then you must give yourself up!”

“Sleep and it all will end!”

Cloudhawk suffered wave after wave of attacks. His body was rapidly deteriorating, the cracks now creeping up into his chest.

Legion’s form was less than half undone. His torso was gone, leaving his head and limbs intact but disconnected. The visage was unsettling to look upon.

Both were using the same power, but Cloudhawk had only begun to touch upon this power. Legion, on the other hand, was born from a fragment of a Quintessence and knew these primal powers more intimately. Fighting against him was an arduous and losing battle.

It was like a battle between two hackers, vying for control of the same system. The first to delete the other’s operating system would be the victor. One of the hackers was not familiar with the code, while the other had more experience. In this example, the latter clearly had the advantage. In addition, the volume of data contained in the first computer was small in comparison to his opponent’s. Even if both began furiously deleting files at the same time, one would reach the end before the other.

The vicious consequences of their struggle were growing more widespread and more serious. From the center of Sumeru, their power was reaching out and erasing all that it touched.

Belial and the other elders ran for their lives but could not escape the silent creeping death. The encroaching danger drew ever nearer. Although they focused all of their efforts on escape, they were frightened to discover that they were at best maintaining distance, not getting further away.

“What should we do? The whole place is going to collapse!” Belial was shaken to his core at the dark realization. The clash of powers wasn’t expanding – Sumeru and the reality it inhabited was being drawn in towards them, like water swirling down a drain.

Why was this happening? What was going on?

In their violent struggle, Cloudhawk and Legion had created a hole in reality. All data was being sucked in and undone. Everything was at risk: time, matter, space, everything that made this place exist. When the three existential elements ceased, everything stopped.

Sumeru was a self-contained universe. It was like a balloon, and all the matter, space, and time was the air inside. The war between Legion and Cloudhawk had punched a hole in the balloon, and now everything was leaking out. The universe was shrinking because its structure was broken.

Surrounding space-time was drawn in to try and fill the vacuum, only to be deleted, creating a rapidly expanding cycle of collapse. If the trend continued, Sumeru would be extinguished in less than half an hour. It would become nothing, along with all the information contained within.

Could nothing stop this? No mortal could, for this was the work of real gods. All they could do was quail and cry, and try to avoid being erased.


44 / Fighting Back


Sumeru’s ruin proceeded. From physical matter to immaterial space, all was being erased.

The initial few seconds of this fight occurred far from the battle lines, but it didn’t take long for it to threaten both armies.

Belial and the other demons were powerless to stop this. All they could do was try to flee as fast as possible. If Cloudhawk’s war with Legion continued, then all of Sumeru would soon cease to be. Everything here would be no more, except the two gods themselves.

However, the eventuality Belial feared might never come. Legion’s supremacy over Cloudhawk was obvious, and the latter’s body was quickly dissolving away. While the Grand Elder was also struggling to keep himself together, it would take longer to erase him completely.

Was the young Demon King still not strong enough? It appeared that this final struggle would be his end. Cloudhawk was grimly aware of his inadequacy and the cost it would exact. Their contest was a steady war of consumption. There were no sudden surges of power or bursts of strength. Strength was strength. Weakness was weakness. Reversing the tide was not so easy.

He had come to know the primal forces of reality, learned how to rewrite the universe as he pleased. But he was still… him. He could only rely on his knowledge and abilities to get him through this crisis. But even as he was losing ground, Cloudhawk maintained his calm.

Legion was right. Cloudhawk was a scourge. So long as he existed, nowhere in his universe was safe. That mad race would never give up a chance to save their species, and if they learned of Cloudhawk’s existence, they would come for him. If they didn’t, then civilizations all across the universe would still continue to suffer.

When he lost this fight, it would be a personal loss, but it would perhaps be the greatest outcome for all the billions of lives that were and would come.

His body continued to break apart. Everything below his neck was gone. A few moments later, his head dissolved into nothing and he was no more – just a small speck of light. With his abilities now, he could use that speck to build himself a new body, but Legion would suppress the attempt.

Legion was now just a head, but compared to Cloudhawk, he was faring better. The result of their fight had been decided.

The Grand Elder prepared to rip Cloudhawk down to the barest hint of existence and seal him away. Only, in that moment, something felt off. Legion felt himself beginning to break apart. The information that made up his person grew volatile and started to hemorrhage from him.

What… what was this?

It was coming from the portion of himself that he’d taken from the God King. But hadn’t that fragment been absorbed? How was its will exerting control!? An inkling in the back of his head drew his attention, and Legion’s eyes were drawn out into space. Floating alone in the void was a figure, humanoid in appearance but with bright silver light blazing from her eyes.

It was a face he recognized. Dawn!

Dawn Polaris regarded the demon with an expressionless face.

“At the moment the quintessence felt the chaos of disunity, its form fractured. A spirit in pieces loses the talents of a god. Your primal abilities are no more.”

“You! Betrayer! What have you done!?” Legion slipped into madness, screaming with wild abandon. “Our people can’t just wither away. The child of destiny has appeared. You can’t stop the inevitable!”

“I may have betrayed the will of our people, but never our fate.” The essence coming from Dawn was the same as the God King’s. The original body of that fragment might have been destroyed, but a piece of him still lived within her. “Since the creation of our race, we have been entrusted with a sacred mission. The moment we turned our back on this responsibility, we were lost. A group of corrupted guardians, no longer worthy to guard anything. All I have ever pursued is to submit to fate.”

“You hateful psychopath!”

“I am you. You are me. To my eyes, are you not the psychopath?”

While these two fragments of one Quintessence faced one another, the fog of light that was Cloudhawk restored his physical form. When he saw the situation, he understood immediately what was happening.

Ah… so that was it.

The God King they fought wasn’t the whole being. Before Cloudhawk even entered Sumeru, he had split himself in two and put a portion inside Dawn. When Cloudhawk defeated the God King, he only erased one piece, and the part in Dawn awakened.

Legion, like Cloudhawk, mistakenly thought the God King had been dealt with. After taking in that last rebellious fragment, the Quintessence was re-formed. Time, space, and matter were again whole, and the basic powers of reality were within Legion’s grasp.

However, Legion did not anticipate the God King’s ploy. This seditious will, which was part of Legion just now, once again threw the Quintessence into conflict. As wondrous and powerful as a Quintessence was, when split apart, it became an incomplete collection without the powers of a god.

Each piece possessed a portion of the whole’s strength. The God King wrested the power of time from Legion and severed his wholeness, but Legion still possessed enough potency to squash this shadow of the God King like the insect it was.

But that was not the situation he found himself in.

Cloudhawk had re-formed his body while Legion teetered on the precipice of oblivion. There was no question what was to come.

Dawn turned to the young God. “Cloudhawk, destroy him!”

Filled with rage and defiance, Legion continued to scream into the ether. “You’re making a mistake! You’ll regret your foolishness!”

Cloudhawk turned his attention to the screaming head; all that remained of Grand Elder Legion were the final pieces of a Demon King and the Quintessence it was severed from. With a wave of his hand, the primal powers washed over the one who had guided him since birth. Luminous cracks slithered through Legion’s skull and face, and as he screamed, the last vestiges of his existence exploded. Legion and any memory of his existence was wiped from reality.

Only a vague impression remained for Cloudhawk and the God King, the faintest recollection that they were responsible for ending an existential threat to the universe.

Dawn looked once more at Cloudhawk. “Now it is my turn. The God King’s will should no longer persist. To put this all to rest, you must also erase the final piece. Me.”


45 / The Forgotten Hero


Cloudhawk did not react at first. He looked at Dawn – at the God King who had taken her form. “You should have killed me a long time ago. You know I’m not strong enough to fight your entire species. If you really want to stop your people, you know what you have to do.”

“I have no right to kill destiny’s child, just as I have no right to determine the fate of my race,” the God King calmly replied. “Do not underestimate the power you wield or overestimate the strength of the others. It is just as I once told you: your existence is not an accident. The fate of the universe and all its myriad species are linked together, and the fall of an old era heralds the rise of something new. Your journey now begins. You must see it through.”

Cloudhawk was quiet for a little while.

The God King broke the silence. “Come, it is time.”

Thus, Cloudhawk raised his hand and pointed it towards Dawn. Her form shivered, and a hazy fog of light emerged, which gathered into a ball of light within his palm. He examined this spark for a moment. Then, gently, he closed his hand and the light was extinguished.

The final piece of the Quintessence was no more.

When Dawn opened her eyes, the person looking back was the human of old. “Cloudhawk.” She never imagined she would see him again. “Is it over?”

She saw him smiling at her when an overpowering force suddenly washed through the area. She lost consciousness and gently floated to the ground.

“It is over. And it is beginning.”

Cloudhawk looked over the unconscious form of his friend. She looked like she was sleeping. There was a serenity in her expression, as though she was finally able to rest.

“There is so much still to do, and the first is to say I’m sorry for what must be done. I hope you and Selene… I hope everyone can understand.”

As his sorrow-laden words were whispered to her, Cloudhawk’s will filled the space. It connected with the heart of Sumeru. During his battle with Legion, it had been destroyed, and with it the Divine Matrix. The gods no longer shared a connection.

But that wasn’t enough. The seal on their memories was still intact. He would see it removed.

After Cloudhawk’s rebirth, performing this was as easy as turning over his hand. It was done with a thought, and all at once, the gods awakened. They were suddenly confronted with the meaning of their existence. Gradually, they all became “demons”.

The war between Sumeru’s forces and the Alliance had raged for a long time. Selene and her soldiers fought bitterly and suffered much. But suddenly, everyone stopped. With faces steeped in disbelief, they watched as time reversed its flow. Every life lost to the battle was restored. They leaped up off the ground as vibrant as ever.

Wasn’t this the same power that was protecting the gods? As they watched their compatriots rise from the dead, the survivors realized a big change had occurred.

“Cease your fighting.”

“The battle is over. A new era has dawned.”

All across Sumeru, in the minds of gods, demons, and humans alike, a voice spoke directly into their minds. Selene felt a familiar presence nearby, but she couldn’t see or touch him. It was like he had become a part of the universe at large, one with the primal forces. “Cloudhawk! Is that you?”

Had he won? Had he defeated the invincible ruler of this place? Selene was still alive. Everyone was, so he had to have won, right?

Before anyone had a chance to find out exactly what was happening, a powerful force invaded their minds. They all fell asleep.

Cloudhawk looked out over the deathly still realm. There was a lonely determination in his eyes. He wanted to fight against the remaining Quintessences, but he wasn’t ready. Humanity wasn’t ready. Thus, he had to sever any information connecting him to this place and these people. It was the only way to buy time and make sure everyone remained safe.

“Selene, you may hate me for this decision… but it’s what must be done.”
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Selene felt like she’d been asleep for a century. In the back of her mind was a sound that was warm and familiar, but it sounded so far away. Like she was on the other side of the world. It filled her with an indescribable fear.

“No! No, don’t leave me!”

Selene was startled awake. She was in her own bed.

What was going on? It felt like everything that happened had only been a dream.

What happened? I remember… going to Sumeru with the army. I remember that we allied with the demons to fight the gods… but why is the rest so fuzzy?

She was disturbed to find that huge holes existed in her recollection of events. Almost all the fighting they’d done in Sumeru was gone, but that wasn’t what bothered her. She felt like she had forgotten someone. The most important person in the whole world.

She couldn’t even remember their name! What they looked like, what they did… it was all gone. Everything except that bone-deep feeling that they… he… was important.

No! I don’t want to forget! How could I?! I have to remember… I have to make it come back! Where is he? I have to find him. I have to!

Never in her life had she felt so flustered and lost. She stumbled out of bed and out of the fortress, only to stop dead in her tracks when she opened the door.

Sprawled out in front of her was Greenland, a magnificent metropolis whose neatly arranged buildings scraped the sky. The streets were spotlessly clean, and old-time cars were speeding along. Flying vehicles whistled by overhead as well, adding to the image of a modern and prosperous city.

“You awake?” The voice came from behind.

Selene spun around, and there behind her was Dawn. She rushed over like a drowning man clutching at straws. “Tell me. Tell me right now. I need to know everything – about what happened, about him. Where is he? Tell me right now!”

“Selene, you need to calm down. It’s not amnesia,” Dawn said with a wry smirk. “None of us remember.”

“What?”

“When we woke up, we were all back here. Everyone. The only thing anyone can remember is some… hero who put together the alliance and led us to Sumeru. We got there, defeated the God King, and then… well, and then the reign of the gods was over.”

“So where is he?!”

“I don’t know. No one does. There is literally not a single person who remembers him. Only a few who were very close remember anything at all. But I can’t even tell you his name or what he looked like, much less where he is.”

She tried to hide it, but when she said the words, there was pain behind Dawn’s eyes.

“Some people are saying it’s punishment for defying the gods. A curse of forgetting, turning him into nothing but a legend.”

The words cut into Selene like a knife.


46 / The Way It Was


Selene, Dawn, and the others had forgotten everything, even his face.

Everything he’d done in the wastes and Elysian lands, every battle he’d participated in, every action he’d ever taken – gone. Or at most, the memories were so indistinct that they might as well be. People had a vague impression of the events that led them here and that the hero had played an integral role, but who he was or what he did were a mystery.

And now, he was nowhere to be found. Was he even real or just a trick of collective memory? He was an enigma, a mystery that would never be solved.

“Let me bring you to someone,” Dawn said to Selene.

“Who?”

“You’ll understand when we get there.”

The two made their way to Greenland’s town hall. Selene saw a number of familiar faces when they arrived, but one unremarkable face was what caught her eye. He sat on a chair within the hall, picking at his foot with one hand and holding a cane in the other. His scalp was sprinkled with a light dusting of hair, and his clothes were rather sloppy. Across from him sat a pretty young girl, and despite the clear differences in their appearances, they were sharing a pleasant chat.

“Drunk? What are you doing here?!” Selene had to remember to breathe. “You died!”

Another face struck her, the Temple’s one-time High Priest Aquaria, seemingly recovered from her coma.

Upon seeing the two women, the old drunk stood and gave them both a wave. “To be honest, I don’t know what’s going on either. It was like I was just asleep for a long time. When I woke up, I didn’t remember a thing.”

Incredible! It was all so strange! She looked at the reborn drunk and felt like it was all so absurd. How was any of this real? Was everything she remembered wrong? Was she going crazy? Selene felt like she was having trouble separating reality from a dream.

People came and went, oblivious to Selene’s crisis. One of them, another woman, tickled something in her mind, and she called out. “You… what’s your name?”

“Me? I’m Artemis.”

“Where did you come from? What did you used to do?”

“I’ve always been here, since Greenland’s founding. I used to be a soldier.”

She was a young woman in her twenties with short, disheveled hair. She was on the thinner side, but the pair of enormous war hammers strapped to her waist showed she was a lot stronger than she looked. She was a little defensive about the sudden interrogation and looked at Selene with guarded confusion.

Artemis? She’d heard that name before… but she couldn’t remember!

She and Dawn both were troubled by all of this. It was like someone had reached in and carved out huge pieces of their lives. The more they tried to chase answers, the further away they were. It was unsettling and surreal.

Azura’s sweet voice called out to them. “A lot has changed. You should go see… or maybe you should take a look at the Elysian lands. Everything’s different, but… we’re used to it. It’s hard to explain.”

Dawn and Selene left the hall and went back out into Greenland’s bustling streets. As they walked, they came upon a copse of huge trees that served as a habitat for a family of dragons. A young woman in an emerald green dress walked among them playing a flute. Autumn was also back, the same as the others. She remembered a lot of what happened but nothing about that man.

Maybe what people were saying was true. Maybe this was the godslayer’s curse. He defeated the God King and saved their world, but the cost was to be forgotten forever.

Who was this hero? Where did he go?

No one had an answer. Autumn felt that she and the godslayer had been close at one point, but she couldn’t offer any more enlightenment. How could she have forgotten him, she thought? Maybe there was a way to find him, a trail to follow. There had to be some way to find out who he was.

Dawn and Selene left Greenland and entered the wastes, but when they saw what it had become, it stopped them in their tracks.

Was this the same wastelands they remembered? Leagues of sand in every direction, burned and dead from an unforgiving sun. It was still empty, but instead of sand, now there were fields of grass as far as the eye could see. Far in the distance, they could just make out small encampments.

After defeating the gods, their world had begun to recover.

Radiation wasn’t a concern anymore. Food and water were plentiful. People were living easy, comfortable lives – the world they’d all envisioned after the defeat of Sumeru.

The women traveled north towards Skycloud, and on the way, they encountered any number of miraculous things. It was like Azura said. The world had completely changed. As if some superhuman force had remade it all like they’d always dreamed.

Did this power have something to do with Sumeru? Was it connected to that important but forgotten hero?

The day before they reached Skycloud, they reached a place called Sandbar Outpost. It was big now, with a population in the tens of thousands. Elysians and wastelanders lived happily side-by-side.

The battle with Sumeru was over. The mighty God King had been defeated! The pantheon that had enslaved them all was conquered by the godslayer. The theocratic rule they demanded had vanished, and with it the barrier between these peoples. Without it, the world was a freer and more open place.

Selene and Dawn walked into a popular-looking building called Adder’s Pub. Its owner was a tall man with buzz cut hair, plain but provoking. His eyes swung to the door as it opened and narrowed when he saw who it was. “Selene? You’re back? Sit, have a drink.”

When she took a closer look, she was again struck by an odd sensation. “You’ve also returned… the battle with the gods is over. So why are you still here?”

“Why would I?” Adder showed a casual smile. He lazily wiped down a glass as he spoke. “I like being a bar owner.”

“There are a lot of people here for it being so early.” The door opened again, and a woman strode through. She was beautiful, with long raven-black hair down to her waist. A sword was strapped to her back. When Selene and Dawn looked her way, their reaction was the same. “It’s you!”

She was Adder’s closest follower, Revenant. Only now, she was his wife and fellow store owner.

Adder took his wife’s hands and smiled at Selene. “It’s a nice life, right? We’re planning on opening another one. You should come help run it.”

Dawn was irritated by the whole thing. After so much searching, not only had they learned nothing about the man they chased, but they even felt further than ever. She sat down at the bar with a huff. “Pour me one, barkeep. Strongest you got.”

Selene had slipped into a quiet depression. Ever since she woke up, she felt like she was missing an important part of herself and there was no way to get it back.

Adder put two clean glasses on the counter and poured out some liquor. “Don’t feel bad. If you ask me, everything has a purpose. We’re all confused, but I believe one day, someone will come up with an answer.”

Dawn knocked back her drink in one gulp. Selene left hers untouched. “You think he’ll be back?”

“You mean him? My memory is fuzzy, but I figure that’s probably his doing. I suppose he has his reasons,” Adder mused. He then was struck by a thought. “Oh, by the way, you should get up to Skycloud when you have a chance. Your dad’s waiting for you.”

Selene blinked at him. “Dad? But he’s...”

“Not just your dad, but the old Grand General too. Not to mention the less-than-pleasant High Priest and other elders. They’re all back.” Adder shook his head. “People say that when the godslayer defeated the pantheon, he took back all the souls they stole.”

In the middle of his thought, Adder looked up and froze. He’d been speaking to two cups, their owners absent. He called out through the closing door, “Hey! You haven’t paid for your drinks!”


47 / The Search


Skycloud – once embroiled in chaos and destroyed by strife – had returned to its original splendor.

Sprawling and beautiful, its capital city was full of vibrant activity as far as the eye could see. All markers of the calamity it suffered were gone like a bad dream.

After Sumeru’s defeat, the horrors of their struggle were now nothing more than a memory. That distant dominator would never again respond to the acts of man, and the age of the divine had come to a close. But faith was not something that vanished overnight. It would take time for the people of the Elysian realms to get used to this new reality.

Dawn and Selene were home again. Before long, they came upon the familiar Polaris family mansion, guarded by members of the family. They didn’t remember what happened. To them, it was all some fantastic dream that was slowly fading away, just like it was for everyone else.

“Dawn!” A burly lion of a man shouted and stormed into the room.

Dawn’s eyes immediately became red and moist when she saw him. She couldn’t hold back her tears and threw herself into his strong arms. “Grandpa, I thought I’d never see you again!”

Skye Polaris was as confused as the rest of humanity. He vaguely remembered being killed like it was a nightmare, but then one day, he woke up safe and sound in his bed. “Dawn, you’ve changed.”

“Of course,” she answered. “I’m awesome. I bet I can even beat you!”

“Hahaha!” Skye’s bellowing laughter shook the walls. “This girl and her damned mouth. Well, time for your grandpa to put you in your place!”

“Bring it on then! Let’s see who’s afraid of who when we’re done!”
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The Governor’s Mansion.

Arcturus. Baldur. Sterling. Skycloud’s three masters sat together in the grand hall.

Arcturus was wrapped in his typical gray robes, handsome and easygoing with shocks of white slowly taking over his temples. He had a warm and inviting presence, like that of an old teacher. Baldur sat to one side in snow-white garb, the most heroic-looking of the three. He was in the tail end of his middle years, but his face was still handsome and aloof. The faint air of experience around him would easily charm the ladies wherever he went. And finally, Sterling, still in his red robes and with his crosier loosely gripped in one hand, sat with them. His brows were slightly furrowed, and his face was serious, but there was also compassion like that of an old priest worried for the soul of the planet.

Three men, three brothers. They’d forgotten much but remembered plenty. An awkward air hung between them. So different were their natures and standpoints that conflict seemed inevitable.

A young girl threw open the doors and walked inside. “Father!”

Baldur’s eyes turned to the girl and gleamed with excitement, but under the circumstances, he had to keep his emotions in check. Thus, he made a show of nodding his welcome. “I heard you were back. We’ve been waiting for you. Sit.”

She complied. Here among Sterling and Arcturus, she felt stiff and uncomfortable.

“The war with Sumeru is done. The forgotten godslayer has defeated the God King.” It was Arcturus who spoke first. “I heard you took part, even fought with the hero by his side.”

Selene replied, “I believe I was very close to the godslayer. He… he was very important to me. But I can’t remember anything about him. What he looked like, or even his name. It’s… strange.”

The three men shared a silent glance. It seemed that despite participating in this crucial battle, Selene’s memories were also incomplete. All in all, this widespread amnesia was unheard-of.

When Arcturus spoke again, it was half to himself. “Who has the power to single-handedly alter the memories of a whole planet in one fell swoop?”

“It’s impossible, no matter how strong one is,” Sterling answered. “It’s more a cover up. Concealing something at the most basic level. No one can remember any details about the godslayer. Maybe it truly is a curse from Sumeru.”

“Perhaps it’s meant to conceal,” Baldur stated. “Or perhaps it’s meant to protect.”

Arcturus considered this for a moment, nodding sagely. “You mean to say that knowledge of this man may be dangerous. Remembering him might bring us misfortune?”

“Perhaps. As it stands, all we can do is guess.”

“I don’t care about the reason. I will find him!” Selene shot to her feet with a fire in her eyes. “Ten years, twenty, a century – it doesn’t matter! As long as I’m alive, I will never give up the search. I will find him!”

The three men felt Selene’s determination fill the chamber, stifling the air. The young Cloude daughter was stronger than even Arcturus, the most talented member of their family to have ever lived. All the changes – in her and everything – was likely because of this collectively forgotten past.

Obviously, she had spent a long time by the godslayer’s side. They may have even been more than comrades. The three brothers were quiet. While they did not know what knowledge of the godslayer might bring, they knew they had none of them had the power or right to stand in Selene’s way.

Day turned to night. Dawn and Selene met once again.

Dawn said to her, “Grandpa and I sparred. He’s no match for me anymore. He offered me the post of Commander-General. I can’t say I’m thrilled with the idea… but I think I’m going to accept.”

“Why?”

“As Commander-General, I’ll have more resources I can put towards searching for him. Leading Skycloud’s army is about as interesting as mud, but I can delegate most things. I met this fat man named Hammont. He seems capable enough to handle matters. What about you?”

Selene seemed lost. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “I’m going to look for him.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have a destination. Or… the destination is wherever he is.” There was a hardness in her eyes. “I’ll spend the rest of my life traveling, hoping for a sign.”

Dawn was quiet for a little while. “So this is goodbye?”

Selene nodded. “Yeah.”

“Will we see each other again?”

“Perhaps.”

Dawn wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t going to try and change her mind. They were both on the same mission. But the way they chose to go about it was different. Maybe they would never find him, and that would mean a big part of the meaning of their lives would be gone. Thus, they decided to use what remained of their lives to find that piece.

Not just them either. There were many out in the world with different motivations, searching for the godslayer. He held the key to the greatest mystery in the history of their world.

But where had he gone?


Epilogue - An End and a Beginning


Selene Cloude had decided to leave.

Although her father tried to dissuade her, the question of the godslayer – where he was, if he was still alive – burned too hot for her to ignore.

Baldur maintained that the ability to selectively erase the memory of a single man across an entire species went far beyond the capabilities of any ordinary being. Whoever, or whatever the godslayer was, he was a truly unique thing. One that wanted to be forgotten. Whether it was to hide something or protect everyone, the truth was that information on the godslayer had to be dangerous, even just his name.

Say that Selene managed to learn something about this man, then what? If the godslayer really did defeat the God King and erase himself from the universe, he could do anything. He had power that mortals couldn’t even comprehend.

Despite her young age, Selene had grown stronger even than Arcturus. If she remained in Skycloud, she would be the greatest representative of the Cloude family in history. A living legend! Why throw all of that away for an impossible journey to find a man who didn’t want to be found?

Even so, Baldur’s pleas fell on deaf ears. Selene was obstinate by nature. She would not be convinced. Once she made up her mind, no force on the planet could change her mind. She was strong enough that no one could stand in her way.

So before long, Selene set off on her lonely journey. Clad in simple traveling garb, a patch over her right eye and a sword on her back, she once again took to the road with the wind at her back.

There was a familiarity to this life. A connection she had to the wilderness. Ten years ago, maybe earlier, a young Selene had made the same decision. When she thought about it, she figured that was when her doomed bond to the godslayer was really set in stone.

Things were different this time.

With every passing day, the wastelands returned to the vitality of a thousand years ago. Arcturus, Skye, Ramiel… everyone who was lost in the long voyage to freedom was restored. Just like the wastelands, like some great power had given everything a new lease on life.

All the familiar figures in Selene’s memory, she encountered, all except the one she was desperate to find. She had no clues to follow or leads to explore. She didn’t know what name to call or what face to look for. Even though she knew nothing about this man, it was a quest her soul demanded of her.

Confusion, loss, pain, determination… all of these emotions followed her as she set out.

Maybe she didn’t have any information to grasp onto. Maybe the quest was doomed from the start. All Selene knew was that she had to make this journey, even if just for peace of mind.

So, she would search. Forever, if she had to.
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The wastelands.

A caravan of modified vehicles sped along the grasslands. Sitting in the driver’s seat of the head vehicle was a rotund man with a pair of pistols strapped to his waist and a burning cigarette in his mouth. His foot pressed the gas pedal down as far as it would go, urging his buggy to move faster.

Suddenly, something caught his attention, and he wrenched the steering wheel to the side. Brakes squealed in protest, but eventually, the buggy ground to a halt. Long, deep tracks marked this gradual and dramatic stop. The modified buggy’s engine clicked from the heat like it would explode at any moment. Black smoke belched from the exhaust. The rest of the caravan pulled up and came to a rest as well.

A burly dark-skinned man leaped from another one of the vehicles. He was covered in scars from head to toe, the worst of which was an ugly jagged line that bisected his face. The combination of his imposing physique and frightening appearance made for a fierce presence.

The big man called out. “Fuck, Slyfox you goddamn maniac. Why did you stop the caravan?”

Slyfox didn’t answer. He pulled his sizable girth from the car and looked out over the plains. At last, he shouted, a note of surprise in his voice, “Mad Dog! Get your ass over here. There’s a fuckin’ kid out here. He looks lost.”

Mad Dog stomped over with a glower on his face. A few feet in front of Slyfox’s car was a kid lying in the grass, mostly hidden by the weeds. “Goddamnit Slyfox, I know you always think with your cock, but you’re gunna start chasing half-dead little boys now?”

“I’ll fuck your mother, asshole. Tartarus needs new blood, you know that. Kid may be half-dead, but he’s gotta be tough to have made it all the way out here alone. Let’s take him back, make him something useful.”

Mad Dog took a second glance at the figure. He was young, maybe eighteen, dressed in little more than rags. He had a flop of black hair on his head that looked like it had never been combed, but he was otherwise in good shape. Not like most of the runts they came across who were frail and malnourished. No wonder Slyfox thought he might be useful.

“Your call, but let’s get going. We’re losing sunlight.

Slyfox roughly pulled the kid out of the grass and put him in the back of the car. When the caravan pulled into Blackflag Outpost, the kid was jolted awake. He looked around his new surroundings with a confused expression on his face.

“Hey kid, you up? You passed out in the wastelands. Lucky we found you. Otherwise, you’d be making your way through the guts of some mutant beast by now.” Slyfox took a drag of his cigarette and appraised the young man. “I saved your fuckin’ life. You’re welcome. And as your savior, your life belongs to the Tartarus mercenaries now.”

The kid just sat there, unmoving, like some sort of idiot.

“Fuck, you soft-headed or something’?” Slyfox flicked away the butt of his cigarette and scowled at the boy. “Hey! You understand what I’m sayin’? Where’d you come from? Got any skills? A name, even?”

The young man’s brows furrowed tight, and he thought for a long time. He felt like his memories were all locked up in an electrified box. The more he fought to look inside, the more it hurt.

He… didn’t remember. He didn’t know who he was, where he came from, or anything that happened before. Besides whatever was in that box, his mind was perfectly blank. No recollection at all.

“My… my name is Cloudhawk. I don’t remember anything else.”

Slyfox sighed in relief. At least he wasn’t a complete idiot. “Doesn’t matter, a lot of people don’t remember shit anymore, including me. All you need to know is that from now on, you’re a scrub in service to the Tartarus mercenaries. Got it?”

Cloudhawk nodded groggily in understanding. His head was killing him! While the memories were all locked up, there were fragments that leaked out that came in flashes of visions and sounds. They troubled him.

The Tartarus patrol made their way into Blackflag Outpost. All along its walls and trees were signs that were variations of the same thing:

Who is the godslayer?

Looking for the godslayer. All information welcome.

Another stabbing pain dug into his brain.

“They were posted here by people sent by the prettiest and smartest lady in the whole wastelands, Boss Hellflower. Word is anyone with info on the godslayer will get a personal reward from Hellflower. Riches beyond your wildest dreams.”

“Who is the godslayer?” Cloudhawk asked.

“Who the f-…? You don’t even know about the godslayer?” Slyfox looked at the kid incredulously. “The world used to be controlled by a group of gods. The godslayer led humanity against them, going all the way to their home on Mount Sumeru and killed their fuckin’ King. Nobody remembers a thing about him now, though. Just a legend.”

The kid looked at the fat man and the signs, puzzled.

As they walked down the street, there was a group of musicians, playing loudly to a group of onlookers. It was a story about the godslayer and his war with the God King.

“...”

“It was like this: The godslayer beat the God King, something no one else could do, and freed us all from imprisonment.”

“Before, this place beneath our feet was a rough place out in the wilds where people fought and died for scraps. But once the gods were beaten, the curse that kept the world barren was lifted. Endless sands became fertile earth. Dunes turned to green hills… Blackflag Outpost was rebuilt and here we are today, all thanks to the godslayer.”

The kid sputtered a question. “W-where’d the godslayer go after?”

“No one knows. After the war, the godslayer just up and disappeared. No one even remembers his name or what he looked like. Theory is that he was cursed after killing the God King so that the whole world would forget all about him.”

“Hey kid, listen close – we don’t forget heroes like him. Maybe we don’t know what he looked like or anything, or even exactly what he did, but we know he did it and we can’t ever forget.”

“...”

The old minstrel’s voice rose and fell, full of emotion and pathos. The crowd listened with rapt attention. This great man, who accomplished a feat no mortal man ever could, was now unknown to everyone. It was a pitiful reward for a great deed.

Slyfox looked down at the kid. “What’s on your mind?”

Cloudhawk jerked as he was wrenched from the allure of the song. “Nothing… nothing.”

Maybe it was a trick of the light, but Slyfox felt like something was different in the kid’s eyes. There was pain and loneliness there that hadn’t existed a second ago, the kind you only got from a life of hard experiences.

“Let’s move it. I’ll take you to meet the others. You’ve got a lot to learn, scrub.”

They walked off into the crowd and disappeared.

Meanwhile, a wind kicked up across the plains. Blackflag’s eponymous banner flapped, and wind chimes clanged as the gentle gusts swept through.

It was the end.

It was all beginning again.
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