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John 1:1 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
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In the shadow-soaked ruins of Neo-Terra, where the sun is often blotted out by pollution and despair, Rayen Torres became a beacon—literally. Gifted with the rare ability to manipulate photons, Rayen can bend light into solid constructs: radiant blades, shimmering shields, hard-light wings that let him soar across war-torn skylines. 

As Lux, he’s a dazzling force on the battlefield, cutting through enemy lines with glowing precision, illuminating the path forward for allies. His constructs respond to will and motion, making him exceptionally agile and unpredictable in close combat. 

But light is both his power and his curse—total darkness renders him nearly helpless, and enemies who control the environment often exploit this. Still, Rayen charges forward, his heart lit by a justice that no shadow can touch. Once a street orphan in the lightless undercities, he saw what oppression looked like up close and swore to be its antithesis. 

Bold, outspoken, and sometimes naïve, Lux refuses to compromise his ideals, even when it puts him at odds with grayer allies. He believes hope isn’t just a feeling—it’s a weapon. And as long as he burns bright, even the darkest corners of the world will never be truly lost.
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ACT I – ORIGINS & INCITING DARKNESS

The Glow Below
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The undercity of Solaris had no sunrise.
Only flickering maintenance lights and the occasional cough of a dying generator marked the passage of time. Here, in the bowels of a city powered by light, there was none to spare. Only shadows—and the ghosts of those who never made it back to the surface.
Rayen Torres moved like he belonged in them.

He ducked beneath a rusted pipe and slid between two cracked concrete walls, slipping through the narrow vein of alley like light through a keyhole. His coat was stitched from scavenged cloth, patched at the elbows with old solar sail material. His boots were a mismatched pair—one leather, one polymer—but they were fast.

So was he.

Behind him, the enforcers shouted. Their boots crashed down like a war drum. “Thief! Stop right there!”

Rayen didn’t. He clutched the stolen ration pack tighter, dodging an overturned trash barrel and leaping over a stack of busted crates. His breath came in clouds, his lungs burning from the chase.

They always said light was life in Solaris. But down here? Down here, life meant running fast and not looking back.

He took a hard turn and bolted into an old service corridor, where only emergency strips glowed faint red. The walls were smeared with grease and graffiti, and the ceiling hung low with exposed conduit. He hoped—prayed—their scanners would glitch in the interference zone.

Almost there...

A burst of static behind him killed that hope. “Target acquired,” barked a voice through a metallic speaker. “Lock corridor ends. Proceed to containment.”

The metal wall at the end of the corridor slid down with a hydraulic clang.

Rayen skidded to a halt. Trapped.

He spun, heart pounding. The enforcers were already in the corridor, armored and expressionless behind mirrored visors. One held a shock baton, crackling faintly with blue energy.

“You’ve got nowhere left to run,” said the lead enforcer. “Put the pack down. Hands up.”

Rayen’s mind scrambled. He’d been in tight spots before—pickpocket jobs gone wrong, alley standoffs, even a dive off a crumbling rooftop once. But this—this was the end.

Unless...

Something in his chest pulsed. Not fear. Not quite. It was hot and sharp and alive.

The enforcers stepped closer.

Rayen backed against the wall, eyes darting for escape, and raised a trembling hand—not to surrender. Instinct took over. His breath hitched.

I don’t want to die down here.

The world snapped.

A blinding pulse of golden light exploded from his palm. Radiance, pure and searing, carved through the gloom. The air hummed. A translucent barrier of solid light flared into existence, slamming between him and the advancing enforcers.

They staggered back, shielding their eyes.

Rayen gasped. His hand glowed, the light arcing through his fingers like liquid lightning. The shield pulsed, responding to his fear, his will, his breath.

“What—what the hell?” one of the enforcers muttered.

Rayen didn’t wait. He turned, slammed his palm against the emergency override panel. The light in his hand surged—fusing with the mechanism. The door stuttered... then snapped open.

He bolted into the dark.

Behind him, the enforcers shouted again, but this time they sounded uncertain. Cautious.

Rayen ran until his legs gave out, collapsing beneath an old solar duct behind a collapsed building. The light was gone from his hand now—just pale heat fading from his skin. He looked at his fingers. They were... normal. Dirty, scraped—but normal.

What was that?

A chill crept up his spine. That hadn’t been a trick or gadget. That had been him.

Far above, unnoticed, a drone hovering silently in the gloom shifted position. Its lens glowed briefly, marking the energy spike it had just recorded.

At a security hub far above the undercity, a woman in radiant armor leaned forward.

“Whoever he is,” said Lady Seris, studying the light trace on the screen, “we’ve just found a flare in the shadows.”

Rayen pressed his back against the curved wall of the duct, struggling to catch his breath. The silence around him was thick—too thick. No shouts, no pursuit, not even the groan of old pipes.

That was never a good sign.

His fingers still tingled from the light that had erupted moments before. It hadn’t just burst from him—it obeyed him. Formed a wall. Reacted to his panic. It didn’t feel like power. It felt like something ancient had clawed its way out of him.

What did I do?

Footsteps echoed above—heavy, synchronized. He wasn’t safe.

Rayen scuttled deeper into the wreckage of the undercity, weaving between collapsed scaffolding and cracked plexiglass panels. His path narrowed to a maintenance shaft that reeked of ozone and burnt insulation. He ducked in without hesitation.

The narrow shaft forced him to crawl, each breath labored. Every few seconds, he glanced back, half-expecting another light burst to give him away.

Instead, something else did.

A red dot flicked across the wall beside his head.

He froze.

Another dot.

A low, electric whine began to rise—like a capacitor charging.

Rayen lunged forward just as a bolt of searing blue plasma blasted into the tunnel behind him, vaporizing the floor where he’d been a second earlier.

“Override protocol granted,” a robotic voice called down. “Subject marked for containment. Use of lethal measures authorized.”

Lethal?! Rayen scrambled faster, ignoring the fire in his elbows and knees. They weren’t trying to arrest him anymore—they were trying to erase him.

He burst out the other side of the shaft into a decaying transit chamber. Ancient rail lines curved through the space like ribs of some buried beast. Floodlights flickered from mounted drones circling overhead.

Rayen slid behind a column as two enforcers entered from opposite flanks.

“I don’t know what the hell he is,” one muttered over comms. “But he’s not just another undercity scum. That blast—we've seen energy that pure only at the Spire.”

“Orders just updated,” the other replied, tightening his grip on the pulse rifle. “If we can’t secure him, we neutralize. No public exposure.”

Rayen’s pulse thumped in his ears. They’re going to kill me to keep me quiet.

He reached down, pressed his palm to the floor, and tried.

Nothing.

No glow. No surge. Just cold concrete and fear.

“C’mon... c’mon...” he whispered, breathing hard. “Do it again...”

Nothing.

The hum of drones grew louder. One of them locked on, sweeping a scanner beam. Rayen ran.

A plasma shot seared past his head, exploding against the wall in a burst of heat and light. He leapt across the tracks, rolled behind a generator pod, and came up gasping. Another drone swerved into view, charging its turret.

Rayen grabbed a loose metal rod and hurled it. The drone fired—too late. The rod skewered the sensor core, and the machine spiraled into the wall in a shower of sparks.

One enforcer advanced through the chaos. “You're cornered, glowboy.”

Rayen ducked behind a junction box. The enforcer’s boots clanged closer.

“You should’ve stayed a rat in the dark.”

Rayen clenched his fists. The fear that had surged earlier was back—but this time, something deeper churned beneath it. Not panic.

Defiance.

He stepped out.

“Come on, then.”

The enforcer raised his weapon.

Rayen threw out his hand—

—And this time, light exploded like a thunderclap.

Not a shield.

A blast.

A searing cone of gold ripped from his palm and knocked the enforcer off his feet, slamming him into the far wall with a crack of splitting armor.

Rayen blinked. His arm glowed to the elbow. Light flickered like liquid fire over his skin, dancing between fingers like lightning.

He turned and ran again, light still dripping from his steps like molten stars. The remaining drones didn’t follow. The power spike had fried their targeting systems.

He didn’t stop running until the walls began to hum—not with artificial current, but with something older. Something watching.

Above him, the lights of the city core pulsed once—dimmed—and then flared brighter than before. A signal.

Far above, in the tower spires of Solaris, Lady Seris stood before a luminous data column, watching a reconstructed playback of the incident. Her silver eyes narrowed.

"That boy just bent photon fields with no conduit. No training. And he didn’t implode.”

A man in armor behind her spoke, voice edged with skepticism. “Wild talents usually burn out. If not themselves, then everything around them.”

Seris didn’t turn.

“No. Not this one.”

She paused the playback on the exact frame of Rayen—eyes wild, arm wreathed in light, the beginnings of hard-light wings forming behind his shoulders like phantom fire.

“Prepare a retrieval squad,” she said coldly. “Before Umbra hears what the shadows just tried to swallow.”

Rayen didn’t know how long he ran. The light had faded from his hands, leaving them raw and shaking, but he didn’t dare stop. Not with whatever force had been unleashed inside him. Not with those enforcers possibly regrouping.

Every dark corridor felt alive now—walls whispering back his breath, shadows that once felt familiar now crawling with threat. He ducked through rusted gates and fallen vent shafts, the undercity closing in behind him like a throat.

Above him, the lights of Solaris’s high towers pulsed faintly like stars behind clouds—so far away they felt like someone else’s dream.

He finally staggered into a dead-end ruin—a long-abandoned checkpoint once meant to connect the undercity to the transit lifts. It was half-submerged in old coolant, and a cracked mirror on the wall reflected his gaunt face.

His reflection was flickering.

Not just from exhaustion. His outline glimmered faintly, as if light clung to him even now, refusing to fully disappear. He raised his hand, watching the ghost-trace ripple from fingertip to wrist.

What am I?

A soft click echoed nearby.

Rayen spun—too late.

A thin beam of red light painted his chest.

A sniper drone, camouflaged into the ceiling, had locked on.

He dove.

The blast scorched the air behind him, vaporizing the shattered doorframe. Shards of light ricocheted around the room, slicing through rusted pipes and igniting old insulation. Rayen tumbled into the coolant pool as smoke and sparks rained down.

They didn’t stop hunting me.

He didn’t even get a second to breathe. The wall behind him erupted with another detonation—this time from a breach charge.

Three elite enforcers stormed through the smoke, their armor gleaming dark chrome. Not the standard patrol. These were cleaners. Silent. Fast. Meant to remove threats... not question them.

Rayen scrambled, but the water dragged at his feet.

The first enforcer raised a stinger cannon.

Rayen lifted his arm—and something else responded.

Not a shield.

Not a blast.

This time, the light formed into a weapon.

A jagged blade of golden energy erupted from his hand, unstable and flickering but solid enough. He swung it wildly, instinct overriding logic. The construct hissed as it sliced through the incoming shot, scattering the plasma beam into glittering mist.

Even the enforcers hesitated.

Rayen used it.

He struck once, wildly, and the weapon cracked through the helmet of the nearest soldier. The armor sparked—then shorted out, its systems frying. The body collapsed.

Rayen gasped, clutching the flickering blade as the remaining two adjusted stance. Their visors scanned him like he was an artifact.

“Target is unstable,” one said. “Code Luminary. Confirm?”

The other nodded grimly. “Confirm. Primary protocol: capture. Secondary: prevent containment breach.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Rayen shouted.

They didn’t answer.

One lunged forward. Rayen parried, barely holding his form together. The blade vibrated in his hand as if alive, reacting faster than he could think. It wasn’t just forming—it was learning with him. Adapting.

Still, the second soldier closed in from behind, slamming a charge baton into his shoulder.

Agony seared through Rayen’s back. He dropped to his knees, the light flickering.

A boot lifted to crush his skull.

And then—

A bolt of piercing white light exploded through the corridor.

One enforcer was hurled backward into the wall, armor cracked and smoking.

A figure stepped through the haze, her cloak rippling with faint radiance, a staff of purest light in hand. Her eyes glowed beneath her hood.

“That's enough,” she said. Calm. Terrifying.

Rayen looked up, dazed. “Who...?”

“Rayen Torres,” the woman said. “You’ve lit a fire you don’t understand. But if you want to survive it—come with me.”

He hesitated.

Then the last enforcer groaned, raising his weapon again.

The woman didn’t wait.

She extended her palm and fired a beam of compressed light straight through the rifle’s core. It exploded in the man’s hands.

Rayen nodded. “Right. Let’s go.”

She helped him up.

As they turned, more shadows twisted behind them in the corridor—wrong-shaped, slower than drones. Watching.

“Move fast,” the woman said grimly. “Umbra’s shadows are drawn to power spikes. And you just lit up the whole damn undercity.”

Rayen stumbled after the mysterious woman as they weaved through collapsing tunnels, their path lit only by her flickering staff of compressed light.

"Who are you?" he shouted over the wail of warning sirens and groaning metal.

“I’m your only chance at not getting vaporized,” she snapped, glancing back. “Name’s Seris. Knight-Luminary of the Radiant Order.”

Rayen blinked. “That’s not real. The Order’s a myth.”

“Try telling that to the bolt that almost took your head off.”

She stopped at a sealed conduit door and slammed her palm into a glowing interface. Her gauntlet flared with coded light. The door hissed, then opened into blackness.

“Where are we—”

“Trust me or die. Choose fast.”

Rayen chose.

The space beyond was tight—an old access shaft buried beneath the city’s original foundation, reeking of ionized metal and rot. Seris’s staff lit the path, revealing faded murals of a different Solaris—its streets once vibrant, its skies clear.

Rayen noticed something moving behind them. Faint. Shapeless.

“Something’s following.”

Seris didn’t look back. “I know.”

“What is that?”

“Not enforcers. Worse.”

Suddenly, a shrill keening echoed through the shaft—like a thousand insects screaming through metal. The lights in Seris’s staff flickered, dimming unnaturally. The air grew heavy.

“Keep moving,” she hissed. “If the Nullshades touch you, your light goes out. Permanently.”

Rayen’s blood froze.

Shadows slithered down the walls behind them, unnatural shapes that crawled against gravity. They shimmered like oil, eating the glow from Seris’s staff inch by inch.

He could hear whispers—fragments of memory, his own voice begging in the dark. “Mama, wake up—don’t go yet... please—”

“Don’t listen,” Seris growled. “That’s them. They feed off fear and regret.”

Rayen shook his head, trying to shut out the voices. His hand trembled—then sparked. Faintly at first, then stronger. Light pooled in his palm.

Seris paused just long enough to glance at it. Her expression didn’t show surprise—only confirmation.

“You’re syncing with Solaris already.”

“What does that mean?!”

“It means we don’t have time for this.”

She reached for a panel embedded in the wall and wrenched it aside, revealing a control node. “Cover me.”

Rayen turned, facing the tunnel mouth. The Nullshades were advancing—dozens now—forming long, spindly limbs and yawning mouths that hissed soundlessly.

His instincts screamed to run.

Instead, he reached deep.

Fear is fuel.

Light erupted from his hands—not a shield this time, nor a blade.

A wall. A flat barrier of radiant gold slammed into existence across the corridor like a rising sun. The Nullshades screeched and recoiled, their forms steaming where they touched the light.

“Not bad,” Seris muttered behind him, working fast.

“Not enough,” Rayen said, voice shaking.

The barrier was already dimming. He couldn’t hold it.

“Ready!” Seris shouted. She slammed her staff into the node. A deep thrum vibrated through the wall.

“Jump!”

“What?!”

She grabbed him and dragged him forward—through a crack in the wall just as the entire shaft behind them exploded in a flash of collapsing energy and screaming shadows.

Rayen crashed onto a metal grate, coughing, bruised. The air here was different. Thinner. He blinked and realized they were inside a sealed chamber lit by soft, pulsing gold panels.

The sounds outside had vanished.

He rolled over. “Where... are we?”

Seris stood slowly, brushing dust from her armor. “Transit Node Zero. Off the grid. Pre-Solaris infrastructure. Safe—for now.”

Rayen sat up, chest heaving. “They’re going to come again, aren’t they?”

“Yes. Especially now.” She looked down at him, eyes unreadable.

“You burned hot out there, Rayen. Too hot. The Core registered your spike. Every system in Solaris will be sniffing you out—enforcers, Radiant Order, and Umbra’s Shades.”

Rayen’s mouth went dry at that name. “He’s real? The stories—about Umbra?”

“Oh, he’s real,” Seris said. “And if he gets his hands on you, he won’t kill you. He’ll unmake you. Consume every flicker of light you carry. And right now? You’re a lighthouse in the dark.”

Rayen’s skin prickled with cold sweat.

He looked down at his hands—still faintly glowing.

He didn’t feel like a hero. He felt like a fuse, lit and waiting to burn out.

Seris reached out and lifted his chin. “You’re not just some wild spark. You’re the first light in a long time that didn’t come from the Core. And that means something broke the rules to make you possible.”

Rayen whispered, “So what do I do?”

She turned toward a dark corridor lined with mirrored light veins. “You train. You fight. You survive. And when the time comes... you shine brighter than anything Umbra’s ever seen.”

Behind them, deep in the undercity, the Nullshades hissed in retreat—but far beyond, a different presence stirred. A void. Watching. Listening.

And hungering.

Rayen sat against the wall of the sealed chamber, pulse slowly returning to something human. The light in his palms had finally faded, but he could still feel it—tingling just beneath the skin like something alive, waiting. Watching.

Across the chamber, Seris was quiet, pacing near a console that looked older than the city itself. Gold-veined stone, etched with runes that pulsed like a sleeping heartbeat. Everything about this place felt wrong—ancient, buried for a reason. Even the air tasted charged.

“So...” Rayen’s voice cracked. “This place is real? The Radiant Order... you people live down here?”

Seris didn’t turn. “The Order lives where the light is threatened. And down here... it’s on the verge of extinction.”

She finally looked at him, her face caught between fatigue and calculation. “You’ve lit up half the city with your flare, Torres. That was a pure emission—raw photonic manipulation. No gauntlet, no prism suit. That kind of uncontrolled brilliance only happens with one of two things.”

She held up a finger. “One, a synthetic reactor core overload. Which you’d be dead from.”
Another finger. “Or two... someone who was born with light inside them. Someone whose body generates photons.”
Rayen’s brow furrowed. “You think I’m... some kind of reactor?”

Seris tilted her head. “No. I think you’re something Solaris hasn’t seen since before the Cataclysm.”

The words settled over him like frost.

He pushed himself to his feet, fists clenched. “That still doesn’t explain why they tried to kill me. I didn’t ask for this. I was just trying to survive.”

Seris didn’t flinch. “In Solaris, power is either controlled or erased. You flared without sanction. To the city’s systems, that makes you a breach—an anomaly. If Umbra saw it too...” She trailed off.

Rayen stepped closer. “Who is Umbra?”

Seris’s eyes darkened, the soft glow fading slightly from her skin. “Umbra was once a man. A genius. He believed that for light to matter, it had to face opposition. So he tried to engineer darkness itself—a counterforce. It consumed him.”

She looked directly at Rayen. “Now he consumes us. Sector by sector. Street by street. Every blackout, every failed light conduit, every person who disappears in the night... that’s him. And he doesn’t just destroy light—he devours it. Pulls it into himself and makes it part of his void.”

Rayen swallowed hard. “And you think he’ll come for me.”

Seris nodded. “Not think. Know. You shine too bright to hide now. And once he senses that spark in you? He’ll stop at nothing.”

A sudden tremor shook the walls. Dust drifted down from the ceiling. Somewhere far above, alarms wailed—faint but rising.

Seris tapped her wrist-plate. “Perimeter breach. Level Five.”

Rayen tensed. “That’s bad?”

“That’s impossible.” She moved fast, sweeping up her staff and activating a lightfield around the console. “This chamber’s supposed to be off every map.”

A siren shrieked, deep and guttural—unlike the sleek systems Rayen had grown used to. This was primal, bone-deep. A warning from an older Solaris.

Then he saw them.

Slipping through a rift in the far wall like spilled ink—Nullshades. Dozens. Not drones. Not soldiers.

Manifestations.

They poured in silence, shapeless and shifting, drawn by the scent of raw power. And Rayen still carried its echo.

Seris turned, eyes blazing. “Run.”

He didn’t argue.

They fled through a collapsing corridor of golden metal as shadows poured after them. Seris tossed photon charges behind them—each detonation burning away a chunk of the encroaching dark—but it only slowed the tide.

Rayen’s lungs burned. “There’s too many!”

“Not trying to win!” Seris barked. “Just trying to make it to the lift!”

They burst into a circular chamber, its ceiling stretching upward into blackness. At its center, a shaft of light spiraled vertically like a frozen beam of the sun.

“The Ascension Pillar,” Seris shouted, slamming her palm onto the base console. “It leads to the Order’s upper sanctum.”

Rayen stared. “That’s a—elevator made of light?”

“You’ll like the view. Get in!”

He leapt into the beam, just as the Nullshades spilled into the room.

The moment his body touched the light, the world shattered.
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A Beacon Rises
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There was no sense of motion—only ascension.

Rayen floated inside the beam of light, eyes clenched shut, unsure if he was falling or rising. The air around him was weightless, warm, and humming with quiet energy, like the breath of something ancient and alive.

Then—
A shift.
A pulse.
A snap of cold air against his face.
He dropped two feet onto solid ground with a gasp.

The light dissolved around him.

Rayen staggered forward, catching himself on the edge of a curved wall. The floor beneath his boots pulsed with soft gold, forming radiant patterns that flowed like veins through the white-stone architecture. Arches of translucent crystal vaulted overhead, casting moving shadows across the chamber.

He wasn’t underground anymore.

He was... somewhere else.

A doorway slid open with a sigh.

A voice, calm and musical, said, “Vitals stable. Neural activity elevated, but within tolerance. He's awake.”

Rayen turned, squinting into the brightness.

The infirmary was too clean. The walls hummed faintly, alive with embedded energy filaments. Light in this place wasn’t just illumination—it was architecture, furniture, function.

A soft buzzing in his wrist made him glance down. A thin band of light encircled his arm, pulsing once before dissolving into nothing.

“Medical scanner,” said a voice.

Lady Seris stepped into view, clad now in a more ceremonial version of her armor—long lightweave coat trailing behind her, chestplate etched with the twin-sun sigil of the Radiant Order.

She looked more like a war-priest than a soldier.

Rayen tried to speak, but his mouth was dry. “Where am I?”

“Sanctum Nine,” she said. “Skyward ring. Upper Solaris.”

Rayen blinked. “I’ve... never been this high.”

Outside the curved window behind her, the world beyond stunned him into silence.

Skylines like blades of glass stretched into the clouds. Radiant panels lined the towers, collecting solar energy in sheets that rippled like water. Skyrails arched between spires, ferries glowing blue as they zipped by. The entire city pulsed with light.

He stepped closer, breath caught in his throat. “It’s like living in a star.”

Seris watched him carefully. “The surface world runs on what’s gathered up here. Light trickles down. To the rest of us... that view is just a myth.”

He turned. “So... what happens now? You bring me here to keep me safe?”

“I brought you here because you’re not safe to leave down there,” she said, blunt. “Your flare nearly breached three containment barriers. The city registered your surge as a systemic event.”

Rayen sat down heavily on the infirmary bed. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t even know how I did it.”

“That’s why you’re not in a cell.” She crossed her arms. “You need training. Guidance. Control.”

Rayen looked up sharply. “You think I should join the Radiant Order?”

“I think you’re already part of it,” she said. “You just haven’t accepted it yet.”

He stood. “I’m not a soldier. I’m not a hero. I’ve stolen food to live, lied to survive. I don’t even know what I am anymore.”

Seris stepped closer. “You’re the first person in decades to manifest lightborne constructs without augmentation. That means something. And if you don’t want to be used or erased, you’ll need to stand with us. Learn.”

Rayen hesitated.

Below them, the lights of Solaris shimmered with movement—transport rails, energy elevators, pedestrian skyways. It looked perfect. Too perfect. And he’d seen what waited in its foundations.

He could go back. Run. Hide.

But the face of that little girl in the riot—crying in the dark—flashed in his mind.

So did the Nullshades.

He clenched his fists.

“If I say yes... what happens next?”

Seris didn’t smile, but something in her eyes softened. “Then you train. You bleed. You break. And if you survive... you become a beacon.”

Rayen exhaled slowly. “Then let’s start.”

Seris nodded once. “Good. You’ll meet the others tonight. Try not to melt the sparring arena.”

She turned to leave, then paused at the door.

“One more thing,” she said, voice quieter. “Not everyone in the Order will be glad to have you here. The upper city doesn’t like unexpected light.”

Rayen raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

“No,” she said. “It’s supposed to prepare you.”

She vanished down the hall.

Rayen turned back to the window.

Somewhere beneath all this glow, shadows twisted and watched.

But for now, he had a place to stand.

A spark in the dark.

A beacon rising.

The moment Seris left, silence swelled in the chamber like water rushing into a void.

Rayen stood by the glass wall for a long time, watching Solaris breathe. The spires of the upper city gleamed in vertical harmony, light chasing through their channels like flowing veins. He could see heatfields flickering across rooftops and solar tethers anchoring into clouds far above.

It was perfect. Or at least, pretending to be.

He had grown up believing this place—this side of Solaris—was a myth. Now that he stood in it, bathed in the clean hum of power and privilege, it made his skin itch.

Too much shine always hides a shadow.

The door behind him opened with a soft chime.

A young woman in white and copper robes entered, her hair wrapped tight beneath a circlet of glowing silver. She walked like she was measuring the weight of her every step.

“I’m Luma,” she said. “Order attendant. I’m to escort you to orientation.”

Rayen turned, eyeing her carefully. “Are you here to make sure I don’t explode again?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You’d be surprised how often that happens during the first week.”

She turned and began walking. Rayen followed.

The corridor beyond curved with impossible architecture—walls shifting from transparent to opaque as they passed, embedded with runes and etched pathways of light. Distant voices whispered from other halls: sparring chants, lectures in languages Rayen didn’t recognize, the low drone of harmonic field tuning.

The air vibrated with energy. But underneath it all... something was off.

He felt watched.

They descended a staircase carved from folded prisms into a massive circular chamber. Its walls were layered with glowing emblems—symbols of past Order campaigns. In the center stood a circular arena sunken into the floor, filled with shifting platforms and energy nodes. Dozens of young recruits stood there—each bearing a uniform and a training weapon of pure light.

Rayen felt every eye turn toward him.

A tall figure stood near the central platform—broad-shouldered, arms folded, wearing battle-scorched armor. His presence radiated command.

“This is Knight-Master Solen,” Luma said quietly. “Combat instructor. Try not to blink during his tests.”

Solen's voice thundered through the chamber without effort.

“Our guest arrives.”

He walked slowly toward Rayen. “The flare in the shadows. The untrained spark.”

Rayen stayed still, chin raised.

“You have no discipline. No tactical profile. No symbiotic harness. And yet, you outmaneuvered three enforcer squads and breached a Nullshade convergence zone.” Solen’s tone was unreadable. “That should not be possible.”

Rayen shrugged. “Guess I didn’t get the memo.”

The air grew heavy.

A ripple passed through the recruits—some amused, some scowling. One, in particular, stepped forward: a sharp-jawed teen with cybernetic lenses over one eye and a rigid, military-perfect posture.

“You think this is a game, underdweller?” he sneered.

Rayen didn’t flinch. “You always address people with glowing death hands that way?”

The teen ignited a blade of light from his wrist—thin and whip-fast. “Name’s Ekon. Senior trainee. You're going to learn respect or bleed trying.”

Before Solen could speak, the floor beneath them split—and suddenly Rayen and Ekon dropped into the arena pit.

Solen’s voice echoed overhead. “Initiation trial. Two-minute limit. Disable or disarm. Begin.”

Rayen hit the ground rolling. His instincts screamed to run, but something deeper stirred—heat flaring in his chest.

Ekon was fast. Too fast. He lunged with precise, practiced strikes, his light blade slicing through the air like a scythe. Rayen barely dodged, summoning a crude shield of light that cracked under pressure.

Ekon grinned. “You’re not special. You’re just noisy.”

Rayen didn’t answer. He let his light respond—his emotions syncing with motion. Fear. Pressure. Anger. Heat.

Then suddenly—clarity.

His blade wasn’t perfect, but it formed. A raw, jagged sword of radiance burst into existence, clashing with Ekon’s in a flash of sparks.

They traded blows—sloppy, brutal, beautiful. Rayen moved with street-born reflexes, unpredictable, wild. Ekon stayed in form, disciplined but stiff.

Rayen dodged left, then feinted—slammed his shoulder into Ekon’s gut, flipping him.

Solen’s voice rang again. “One minute left.”

Ekon roared and surged forward, his blade arcing in a flawless strike.

Rayen dropped, light flaring from his palm in a blinding burst.

The crowd gasped.

Ekon staggered back—dazed.

Rayen stepped forward, blade pointed. “Want me to melt your other eye too?”

Silence.

Solen raised his hand. The arena stilled.

“Match complete,” he said. “Enough.”

Rayen lowered the blade. It dissolved instantly, its energy seeping back into his skin.

Ekon glared at him, humiliated.

Rayen offered him a hand.

Ekon slapped it away and stormed off.

The other recruits whispered.

Rayen looked up at Solen.

Solen’s expression remained carved in stone—but he gave the slightest nod. Approval. Or warning. Maybe both.

Then Seris’s voice echoed from the gallery above.

“Well, I see he hasn’t melted anything yet. That’s a win.”

Rayen turned, grinning despite the burn in his arms.

Seris leaned over the railing. “Report to the Hall of Light at dusk. Council wants a word. You’ve... raised eyebrows.”

Rayen frowned. “That’s good?”

“Not necessarily,” Seris said. “Depends who’s watching.”

The training arena emptied slowly, but the air remained charged. Whispers curled through the light, riding the subtle hum of Solaris's power lines.

Rayen remained in the pit, hands still faintly glowing, his muscles trembling with effort. It wasn’t just exhaustion—it was feedback, a current still running beneath his skin, refusing to sleep.

He hadn’t summoned the blade.

It had answered.

Luma descended toward him, her copper robes whispering with motion. “You’re not supposed to be able to do that.”

Rayen wiped sweat from his brow. “So I keep hearing.”

She handed him a flask of hydration serum. As he drank, she leaned in closer, lowering her voice. “There’s something I think you should know. About the others.”

Rayen narrowed his eyes. “Which others?”

But before she could answer, the lights in the chamber flickered—just once.

It was enough to hush the entire sanctum.

Every recruit froze. Every eye turned to the ceiling.

The Radiant Order never lost power. Not even for a moment.

The hum returned quickly, but Rayen noticed something the others didn’t.

The light had dimmed toward him—specifically him. Then recoiled.

Solen stood high above, glaring at the ceiling before addressing them. “Dismissed. Report to meditation chambers. The sanctum will be recalibrated.”

Rayen caught a glance from Seris at the upper gallery—her brows drawn tight.

Something was wrong.

Luma touched his wrist. “Follow me. The Council won’t wait.”

She led him away from the arena and down a corridor lined with statues—each one carved of light-tempered crystal, depicting former Order Knights in poses of strength and serenity. But their faces were... blank. Smooth. Eyeless.

Rayen shivered.

“Why do they have no faces?”

“Because light reveals,” she whispered. “But it can also erase.”

Before Rayen could ask more, a sudden slam echoed through the corridor.

A blast door—one that hadn’t been open—slammed shut behind them. The lights flickered again. Not a technical fault—something intentional.

Then—

A screech. Inhuman. Glitching. Like static breaking through flesh.

From the far end of the corridor, a figure emerged.

Not enforcer. Not Nullshade.

Something in-between.

It wore Order armor, but its joints twitched unnaturally. Eyes glowed with a sickly orange light, leaking black mist.

Rayen stepped in front of Luma. “That’s not one of yours, is it?”

Luma’s voice was thin. “That’s a Hollow. One who gave their light willingly to Umbra.”

The Hollow hissed, arms rising. Its fingers extended into sharpened tendrils of shadow, whipping the air like hunting blades.

Rayen didn’t think. He raised his hand—nothing came.

Fear stabbed into him. The light—his light—wasn’t responding.

The Hollow lunged.

Rayen tackled Luma sideways, barely dodging the first strike. The tendrils sliced the floor behind them like a scalpel through silk.

“Why isn’t it working?!” Rayen shouted.

“The corridor—it's laced with dampening glyphs!” Luma shouted. “They’re used to contain light surges. We’re in a neutral zone!”

Rayen rolled to his feet as the Hollow advanced again, slashing with inhuman speed. He ducked low, grabbed a discarded sparring baton from a wall bracket, and parried—barely. Sparks flew.

This thing didn’t fight like a drone. It fought like someone who remembered being alive. Tactical. Furious.

Rayen backpedaled, swinging wildly.

The baton cracked against the Hollow’s shoulder—and passed through it. Not completely. Partially. Like it was solid and not at the same time.

Then the Hollow whispered a single word: “Return.”

A bolt of black light exploded from its chest—slamming Rayen into the wall, knocking the wind from his lungs.

It stalked toward him, tendrils raised for the kill.

Suddenly—
A flash.
Seris dropped from the ceiling above, her blade igniting mid-fall. She landed between them and slashed upward in one motion.
A perfect arc of radiance.

The Hollow screamed—a raw, gurgling sound—and evaporated into ash and shadow.

Rayen gasped on the floor, dazed. “What the hell was that?”

Seris didn’t answer immediately. She looked at Luma. “Why were you in the Eclipse Hall?”

Luma’s face was pale. “That corridor wasn’t on our path.”

“It was rerouted,” Seris said. She glanced around. “There’s rot in the grid. Someone lured you in.”

Rayen struggled to his feet. “Wait. Are you saying someone inside the Radiant Order set me up?”

Seris met his eyes. Her voice was low. Cold.

“I’m saying... not every light here burns clean.”

Rayen’s breath came in sharp, ragged bursts, his back pressed hard against the cold crystalline wall. His heart hammered like a war drum in his chest, drowning out the faint hum of the chamber.

Seris’s eyes never left his, sharp and steady. “Get moving. Now.”

Luma grabbed Rayen’s arm, tugging him down the corridor—away from the fading ash of the Hollow’s remains.

“Where are we going?” Rayen demanded, limping to keep pace.

“To the Council chamber,” Luma said, voice tight. “They’ll want to see this... and you.”

They sprinted through twisting halls bathed in flickering light, the atmosphere thick with static tension. Rayen’s senses screamed—every shadow seemed poised to strike, every reflected shimmer a hidden threat.

Behind them, somewhere deep within Solaris’s radiant heart, a low rumble began—subtle, but growing, like the city itself was awakening to a danger long buried.

Ahead, the massive double doors of the Council chamber loomed, crafted from light-forged alloy and engraved with ancient sigils.

Luma reached out, palms glowing as she interfaced with the lock. The doors slid open, revealing a circular room bathed in an ethereal white glow.

Inside, seated around a ring of floating light pedestals, were the Council members—the oldest and most powerful knights of the Radiant Order. Their faces were grave, eyes flickering with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.

Seris stepped forward, voice steady. “Council, the Hollow breached the sanctum corridors. It attacked Initiate Torres and attendant Luma.”

One Council elder, her skin shimmering with soft aurora hues, leaned forward. “And the lightborn? Did he defend himself?”

Rayen swallowed hard, stepping into the chamber’s center. “I fought. I—”

Before he could finish, a sudden jolt rocked the entire chamber. The floor vibrated beneath their feet.

The light pedestals pulsed erratically, casting dancing shadows.

Council members exchanged tense glances.

“The city’s grid,” another elder said sharply, “it’s destabilizing.”

Seris’s jaw clenched. “Umbra’s influence grows. His shadows seep into the grid—corrupting our light from within.”

A young knight stepped forward, urgency in his voice. “If the sanctum falls, Solaris will plunge into darkness. The people below will die.”

Rayen’s pulse quickened.

One of the elders fixed him with a piercing gaze. “Initiate Torres, you have awakened a spark in Solaris. But sparks can become wildfires—or be snuffed out. Will you stand with us, or will you burn alone?”

The chamber grew silent, the question hanging heavy in the air.

Rayen swallowed his fear and squared his shoulders. “I’ll stand. But I’m not here to be a tool. I’m here to light a path—for everyone.”

A faint smile flickered on Seris’s lips.

The elder nodded slowly. “Very well. But know this—the path ahead is shadowed. Trust is the light you’ll need most.”

As the chamber doors sealed shut behind them, Rayen caught one last glimpse of the city skyline—the shining towers now streaked faintly with dark tendrils snaking across the horizon.

A warning—and a promise.

The Council chamber’s radiant glow flickered violently, shadows twisting like living smoke along the walls.

A deep, guttural roar echoed through the chamber’s crystalline dome—shaking the very foundations of Solaris.

Elder Maelis’s eyes narrowed. “The Hollow was only the first. Umbra’s forces spread like a plague.”

Suddenly, alarms blared—urgent and unforgiving.

Panels around the room flared red. The city’s energy matrix was destabilizing.

Seris’s voice cut through the chaos, sharp as a blade. “Containment fields at the Ascension Pillar are failing! If the pillar collapses, the upper city falls—and with it, Solaris’s light!”

The chamber shook again. Rayen staggered but caught himself on the glowing pedestal.

“Enough!” Solen’s voice thundered as he burst through the chamber doors, armored and ready. “We need to evacuate civilians and protect the Core!”

Rayen’s heart pounded as he realized the full scale of the threat. The light he’d barely begun to control was the city’s last hope.

Seris grabbed his arm. “You’re coming with me. Now.”

They raced down the twisting corridors, dodging falling debris and flickering darkness seeping through cracks.

Outside, Solaris was changing. The once-brilliant skyline was fractured by inky tendrils stretching and twisting like grasping fingers.

Rayen’s palms sparked involuntarily, responding to the creeping shadow.

“Umbra’s darkness is invading the Core,” Seris warned. “If it consumes the Ascension Pillar, the entire city’s power—and life—will extinguish.”

They reached the base of the Ascension Pillar. The glowing light shaft flickered weakly, battling the encroaching void.

Seris turned to Rayen. “You’re the spark, Torres. Only your light can reignite the Core’s heart.”

Rayen swallowed his fear. “Then let me try.”

He raised his hands. The air around him thickened as photons gathered, coalescing into blinding light.

Darkness surged forward like a tidal wave, but Rayen’s glow held firm—a radiant blade cutting through shadow.

Energy crackled; the city seemed to hold its breath.

Then—
A sudden shatter. The Core flickered, the light faltered.
Rayen’s strength wavered.

Behind him, a sinister voice whispered through the darkness: “Your light is beautiful... but fleeting.”

Umbra emerged from the shadows—tall, cloaked in living darkness, eyes burning with cold hunger.

Rayen faced him, light and shadow locked in a silent battle.

Rayen’s hands burned with light, a fierce blaze warring against the dark tendrils creeping up the Ascension Pillar’s base. Each pulse of his power forced the shadows to recoil, but they kept surging, relentless and hungry.

Seris’s voice cut through the rising chaos.
“Hold the light! The pillar’s integrity depends on your focus!”
But the darkness was cunning—twisting, writhing like a living thing, seeping into the very structure of the pillar. The radiant shaft flickered, fractures spiderwebbing through the brilliant core.

Rayen’s breath came fast, sweat stinging his eyes. The more he pushed, the more the darkness fought back, slashing at his defenses, clawing at his mind. A whisper slithered inside his thoughts—a cold voice full of promises and despair.

Give in. Let go. Be the shadow.

Rayen shook his head, flames of light sparking at his fingertips. “No.”

Suddenly, a hand grasped his shoulder—a grip like iron. He spun to see Umbra emerge from the shadows, a towering silhouette wreathed in void.

“You shine brightly,” Umbra hissed, voice like broken glass. “But light without darkness is fragile.”

Umbra’s arm extended; tendrils of pure shadow lashed toward Rayen’s glowing hands.

Rayen threw up a shield, the impact sending shockwaves through the chamber. The light around them warped and fractured.

“Your light fuels me,” Umbra snarled. “I will consume it all.”

Rayen gritted his teeth, summoning every ounce of photon energy. His body glowed fiercely as he struck back—a radiant blade slicing through Umbra’s advancing darkness.

But Umbra vanished, melting into shadows that slipped around the pillar, reaching deep into Solaris’s heart.

Seris shouted, “Rayen! The Core’s failing! We need to retreat!”

He hesitated—eyes locked on the creeping blackness—and then a deafening crack shattered the air. The Ascension Pillar fractured, shards of light exploding outward like stars dying.

The room plunged into darkness.

Rayen’s glowing hands flickered, dimming—his strength ebbing fast.

In the void, Umbra’s voice echoed:
You cannot shine alone.
A heartbeat later, emergency lights surged back, revealing Seris gripping his arm tightly.

“We survived,” she said, but her eyes were hard.

Rayen looked at his fading light and whispered, “This is just the beginning.”

The Ascension Pillar groaned like a dying star, cracks spiderwebbing down its core. Rayen’s arms burned fiercely as he summoned all the light he could muster. His body was a furnace, every breath a struggle against the choking dark.

Umbra’s shadow tendrils whipped like vipers, slicing through the glowing shield Rayen raised. Each impact sent searing shockwaves tearing at his resolve—and his very flesh.

“Your light feeds me!” Umbra snarled, stepping forward, his form pulsing with devouring darkness.

Rayen gritted his teeth, channeling photons into a radiant blade that shimmered and sparked with raw energy. He lunged, striking Umbra’s form.

The shadow figure recoiled—then dissolved into a swarm of black shards that darted toward the pillar’s fractures.

“Keep them back!” Seris barked, firing photon bursts that exploded like fireworks, halting the shards.

But the pillar trembled violently. One final crack split the air—then a blinding explosion of light and darkness collided, flooding the chamber.

Rayen was thrown off his feet, skidding across the glowing floor. His hands stung, the light dimming with every heartbeat.

Seris landed beside him, eyes fierce but concerned. “The Core is destabilizing. If it collapses—Solaris dies.”

Rayen looked up through blurred vision as Umbra’s voice echoed—cold, mocking, omnipresent.

You cannot hold the light alone, Rayen Torres.

The chamber’s lights flickered and died—plunging them into suffocating blackness.

A single point of light pulsed in Rayen’s chest—his own heart, stubborn and fierce.

Seris’s voice broke through the silence, steady and urgent.

“We retreat. Now. The city needs you alive.”

Rayen rose shakily, light gathering again, faint but unyielding.

As they fled into the dark corridors, shadows writhed behind them—Umbra’s promise echoing in their ears.

The light is fading... 
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