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The sandstorm hit without warning.

Blades of heat and grit slashed across the skeletal ruins of Outer Arxium, where concrete had long since surrendered to the dunes. The sun glared like a god's eye from above, burning red through the clouds of dust that swallowed the abandoned sector whole. What had once been a classified military outpost now lay entombed in sand, silence, and secrets.

Kael Veyar crouched behind a jagged pylon, his armored shoulder pressing into the scorched metal as he squinted at the flickering handheld scanner. The device buzzed, then died with a low-pitched whine. He slapped the casing with the palm of his hand.

“Third false signal today,” he muttered, voice muffled by his rebreather mask. “We’re chasing shadows.”

Several meters ahead, Dr. Nira Elian remained motionless. Her pale coat billowed in the wind like a ghost’s shroud. Her face, hidden beneath a reflective veil and dust goggles, was unreadable, but Kael had worked with her long enough to sense tension from posture alone.

“There’s something here,” she said, without turning. Her voice carried strangely—measured, deliberate, almost reverent.

Kael stood up slowly, brushing sand from the matte-black plating of his exo-rig. “With respect, we’ve said that about two dozen sites.”

“This one’s different.”

“You always say that too.”

She finally turned. “This time, I’m right.”

Her hand lifted, pointing to a circular section of collapsed earth just ahead—at the base of what remained of an old communications tower. Half-swallowed by the dune, rusted and cracked, the structure still pulsed faintly with electromagnetic residue.

Kael adjusted his scanner. No readouts. Dead. He lowered it and approached, steps careful over unstable sand and buried debris. The storm had weakened for now, but that wouldn’t last long.

“Elian, if this is just another broken transmitter—”

“It’s not. Listen.”

He paused.

Beneath the whine of the wind, there was something else. A low thrum. Subtle. Mechanical. Rhythmic, like a buried heart beating beneath layers of stone.

Kael’s eyes narrowed. “That’s... not natural.”

“No. And it’s too consistent for decay resonance,” she added. “It’s synthetic. A failsafe, maybe. A long-range sleeper beacon.”

Kael looked at her, then back to the buried tower. “So we dig?”

“We dig.”

It took them nearly six hours to break through.

Between the two of them, three auto-spades overheated. Kael dislocated his shoulder when a support beam gave way and had to jam his arm back into place. They worked in silence, mouths dry, lungs aching under filtration masks, driven only by instinct and obsession.

Then Kael’s shovel hit metal.

A hollow, solid clang echoed through the cavern they’d carved. They stopped. Wind howled above. The earth beneath them trembled faintly.

They brushed away sand with gloved hands, revealing a smooth, black surface—seamless, unmarred, except for a single symbol etched into its center.

∇Ω

Kael’s breath caught. “No way...”

“The mark of the Ascension Project,” Elian whispered.

Kael stepped back slowly. “I thought that was a myth. A pre-Godrise theory. Some cultist hoax.”

“No,” she said. “It was real. Buried. Erased. Because it worked.”

She pressed her hand to the symbol. A thin beam of light scanned her palm. The door hissed, then split open with a gasp of frozen air, revealing a shaft descending into darkness.

A hidden lab. Untouched. Waiting.

Kael looked down into the gloom, sweat drying on his skin.

“Elian... what the hell is down there?”

“The future,” she said.

They descended into the dark.

The elavator groaned as it dropped into the earth, dust swirling in its wake. Lights flickered on in waves as they passed each level—emergency power systems kicking in after decades of silence. The descent lasted nearly two minutes.

Fifteen stories below the surface, the doors hissed open.

What greeted them was not ruin, but preservation.

The facility was cold, dry, sealed in vacuum-stabilized chambers. Hallways stretched in geometric patterns, all sharp lines and sterile steel. Along the walls stood deactivated drones, biometric scanners, and cryo-lock terminals. Kael’s boots echoed with every step.

“This isn’t military,” he said, glancing around. “Too clean. Too clinical.”

“No,” Elian said. “It was never meant for war. It was meant to decide who could win one.”

They walked through corridors of glass and silence, passing sealed observation rooms and labs filled with dormant equipment. Occasionally, Kael glimpsed outlines of preserved bodies—scientists who’d sealed themselves in and never emerged.

He tried not to look too closely.

Finally, they reached the central chamber.

The room was circular, vast, and ringed with data towers. At its center stood a throne-like chair—angular, bone-white, and surrounded by a crown of needle-thin robotic arms. Wires led into its base like roots into soil. Nearby, a single console blinked faintly with power.

Elian approached it, brushing dust away. The screen lit up, casting green light across her face.

[COMPATIBILITY ENGINE READY]

Kael stood behind her, arms crossed. “Is that what I think it is?”

She nodded. “The original scanning algorithm. Untouched. It hasn’t been corrupted by divine filters. It can find true resonance.”

“Resonance?”

“Biological compatibility with god-energy.”

Kael scoffed. “You mean, like... becoming a god?”

“No,” she said. “Not becoming. Containing.”

She began typing commands. Lines of code scrolled rapidly, unlocking subsystems long thought erased. A global map bloomed into existence in the air above them—spinning, alive, dotted with millions of lightpoints.

“This system rides background radiation,” she said. “It scans synaptic patterns in real time by piggybacking quantum noise. It doesn’t ping like a signal. It whispers.”

Kael watched the globe spin. “And what exactly are you looking for?”

Elian narrowed her eyes. “Seven.”

“Seven what?”

“Seven people. Born across the seven cities. Genetically rare. Psychologically stable. Neurologically attuned. Seven vessels who can absorb divine energy extracted from relics—remnants of the gods themselves.”

The machine began filtering. Lights dimmed. The map shifted.

Then, seven points lit up—each brighter than a sun. One in each city: Verdeth. Chronis. Caelivara. Arxium. Haldris. Cindralis. Oshen Vale.

Kael stepped forward slowly. “You... you found them?”

“Yes,” Elian said. “We just found the only seven people on Earth who can hold godpower without dying.”

Kael stared at the point pulsing over Arxium.

And felt something shift inside him.

Far above, in a city of steel and crimson banners, a god opened his eyes.

Athon, Warlord of Arxium, sat upon his black throne, flanked by statues of weaponry and discipline. His golden armor shimmered faintly beneath the torchlight, and his blade rested across his lap like a sleeping animal.

He didn’t know why he stirred. Only that something—deep and ancient—had moved.

He rose from the throne. Walked to the edge of the tower. Looked over the endless ranks of his soldiers below.

Then turned to his high commander.

“The sand smells wrong,” he said.

Varek tilted his head. “My Lord?”

Athon paused. Frowned. The feeling passed.

“Nothing,” he said. “Return to drills.”

The war had not begun yet.

But its first stone had been cast.
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Kael couldn’t stop staring at the pulsing light over Arxium.

He didn’t want to believe it. Couldn’t. But some small, buried part of him—a part left untouched by years of military conditioning and war drills—felt it. A cold pull in his gut, a pressure behind the eyes, like his blood was vibrating in sync with that light.

“It can’t be me,” he said under his breath.

Elian didn’t answer right away. Her fingers danced across the console, capturing the data stream, encrypting it, locking it into a mobile shard drive she produced from a hidden slot in her belt. The globe collapsed. The lights vanished.

“Even if it is,” she said, “you’re not the only one. There are six others. One from each region. The resonance isn’t just biological. It’s... spatial. The gods shaped the cities to suppress this kind of frequency. That’s why it’s perfectly distributed. They knew the danger. And they made sure the world forgot.”

Kael turned away from the console. “You’re talking about harvesting power from gods. Real gods. Not tech deities or false figureheads. These are living forces. They could kill us just by noticing us.”

“I’m not asking you to face them yet,” Elian said. “First, we need the relics. Fragments. Threads of essence left behind—clothing, weapons, drops of blood, even hair. All we need is contact.”

He paced in a slow circle. “You think that’s easy? You
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