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WRITTEN BY A.D LINDEMUTH

​Prologue: Earth

Okay, so things have changed. Everything’s changed. Forgive me if I stumble through this.

The year is 5,049 A.D., according to the old Earth calendar. Our planet of origin is Earth, but you and I are not the same.

Let me explain. Around the year 3,000, Earth underwent a transformation that left it mutated and altered, causing humanity, and all carbon-based life, to evolve.

What you once knew as Homo sapiens split into two distinct genomes: Homo warrius and Homo . The cause of this evolutionary divergence is known by many names, but the one that endured was The Apocalypse.

At the turn of the new millennium, a survey team made up of the world’s leading minds discovered an underground tunnel system leading to a mysterious temple. Its origins remain unknown, but what they found inside would change life forever.

At the center of the temple stood an altar with a strange artifact: a smooth, head-sized stone that seemed to house a galaxy within it. Shapes and colors resembling stars and nebulae swirled inside the softly glowing white stone.

The temple’s walls were covered in unfamiliar markings, unlike any ancient language ever discovered. After spending several days inside, the team documented everything they could, photos, videos, voice recordings, anything that might help describe the temple. Then, they returned to the surface, taking the artifact with them.

But when the artifact touched the open air, everything changed.

As sunlight hit the artifact, a violent pulse of energy exploded outward, rapidly expanding to encompass the entire planet. The entire world felt its impact.

After the event, the artifact vanished. Some rumors claim it returned to the altar. Others believe it disintegrated or was smuggled away by a team member. No one knows for sure.

All life on Earth was affected. The planet became scarred and nearly unrecognizable. The energy rewrote the genetic code of every carbon-based organism, resulting in the mass extinction of many species, and near-extinction for others.

More than 60% of all life perished. The human population, once 9.5 billion, was reduced to a mere 3.4 billion within hours.

The survivors found themselves changed. Some could fly, manipulate elements, or move with blinding speed. The artifact had exacted a devastating toll on Earth, but it left behind gifts like none before. And these gifts weren’t exclusive to humans. Animals, insects, and plants mutated into strange and unknown lifeforms.

In light of this new and unfamiliar flora and fauna, scientists who had survived the event eagerly began cataloging the mutations. At first, the breakthroughs thrilled them, until the new life began to show its teeth and claws. What began as awe turned to horror. A new, deadly struggle for survival had begun.

Take the rhinoceros, for example. Once a large, thick-skinned, mostly docile creature, it evolved into a monstrous beast that seemed to belong to the prehistoric past. It became just another threat for Arckus and Warrius to face.

For the first few decades after the event, life became a constant fight. Eventually, Earth's new inhabitants, Arckus and Warrius alike, agreed it was no longer safe to live on the surface.

The Warrius engineered massive floating cities suspended high in the lower atmosphere. The Arckus carved sprawling underground cities beneath the polar regions, creating entry tunnels on every major continent.

Once the last floating city was launched and the final underground metropolis activated, life began to improve. Both species advanced rapidly, developing new technologies, scientific discoveries, and revolutionary medicine. With their supernatural abilities, Earth’s survivors progressed in ways their ancestors could never have imagined.

The Arckus grew to an average height of seven feet. Their bones lengthened and thickened, reinforced like iron bands. Their muscular systems far outmatched even the strongest humans of the past. They mastered the powers granted by the artifact with terrifying precision. Though their supernatural powers were fewer in variety and not always as strong, their physical prowess more than made up for it.

The Warrius, by contrast, underwent fewer physical changes. Their enhancements were internal, subtle, but their supernatural abilities were wide-ranging and potent. Peaceful by nature, most Warrius didn’t push themselves to reach their full potential. Yet among them were a few, rare and extraordinary, whose power defied comprehension. Gifts like miracles.

While peace endured for centuries, a dark faction emerged within the Arckus. This secret organization began weaponizing their own kind, forcing both adults and children to reach their full potential through cruel methods. Those who resisted disappeared, becoming unwilling test subjects.

The organization experimented with transferring powers, stealing abilities from the "unworthy" and implanting them into more obedient subjects. These experiments created warriors so powerful their bodies began to wither from the strain. The remnants of the artifact burned away in their DNA.

From the shadows, a man rose to power among the Arckus. His name was Perius Skelotieus. He led the secret faction with a fanatic vision, claiming to receive divine messages from a dark entity. His words stirred zealotry and devotion. With raw power and unshakable conviction, he quickly gained loyalty, and fear. To many, he was the embodiment of divine wrath.

With this influence, Perius launched the most tragic war in recorded history, The Smothering.

It lasted seven unbearable years.

The Arckus struck with speed and brutality, catching the Warrius completely off guard. Using underground tunnel systems, they attacked dozens of floating cities simultaneously. Over a billion Arckus, under Perius’s command, carried out these coordinated assaults.

The devastation was unspeakable. City after city fell. Ash and death followed in their wake. With every victory, Perius gained more followers and more legitimacy.

His people began calling him The Horseman of Death.

After five years of war, only about 7,000 Warrius remained. Knowing their extinction was imminent, they united for one final stand. They were joined by Arckus defectors who, disgusted by the war, risked everything to aid the Warrius, even if it meant dying beside them.

Together, this resistance totaled roughly 9,000 soldiers, men, women, and even children, aged 12 to 120.

“If you can stand and fight, then declare yourself!” their leaders shouted.

“I can stand!” they roared in response.

It may not have seemed like much of an army and maybe it wasn’t. But in that moment, with nothing left to lose, the Warrius proved the strength of those with their backs to the wall.

They followed one man and his 13 knights. The Knights of Warrius.

Their leader, Arthur, called himself the Shepherd of Light, returned in the hour of need. The 13 others were his Knights of the Round Table, each one a warrior of unmatched power, strength, and compassion.

The decisive battle, The Battle of Awaited Dawn, lasted 17 days. Only 500 Warrius knights died before they could witness Arthur capture Perius.

The moment Perius fell, the resolve of his army broke. Without their leader, they lost direction, and hope. Two years later, the remnants of the Army of Death surrendered.

But Arthur did not execute Perius or his followers. Instead, he imposed a punishment far worse.

Two hooded men one in grey, called Merlin, and one in white-blue, called Elore crafted a sacred oath. Perius and his people were exiled to the edges of the galaxy.

Arthur said,

“What is the execution of the Horseman of Death?

No, sir. If you believe we brought you here to kill you, you are mistaken.

Oh, herald of self-destruction, you have my mercy, but not my kindness.

For what you have done, I grant you a fate worse than death: endless wandering.

You and yours will never find a planet to call home.

Because of what you took, and what you taught your people to believe.

The oath my knights and I have sworn is your punishment.

I will not take from you what you took from me.

But I will keep you from what you once were.”

Then, Arthur took Perius’s arms and tongue and created a device to suppress his powers. This device was embedded deep into his circulatory system, its silver strands spreading through his body like veins. Any attempt to use his Arckus powers would trigger the device and stop his heart.

After justice was served, all surviving Arckus were exiled from Earth. Even those who helped the Warrius chose to leave, seeking a home elsewhere in the galaxy. Some believe they still live. Others say they died out. Who’s to say?

Once the final Arckus ship left Earth's atmosphere, Arthur gathered the remaining 6,800 Warrius survivors. He revealed his plan.

They would build great ships, Departure Cruisers, and settle 13 new worlds.

Arthur said to his knights, “If life is found and is welcoming, give the Warrius a chance to return from this tragedy.

Go now, and be ready. Never let such darkness rise again.

I demand this of you, and of all who hear me, now and in the future.

Do not return. You will stay away and never come back to this grave world.”

Each knight swore to honor this vow. The survivors agreed.

Arthur told them he would remain behind, to guard Earth. In the year 3436 A.D., the surviving Homo warrius left and never looked back.

In honor of Arthur, they renamed Earth:

Arterra.
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​Chapter One: Normallion.
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Thick fog clouds my dreams.

Is this a dream? I feel like I’m floating.

The grayish haze swirls rapidly, then fades, leaving only the sensation of nothingness. A void. Then, without warning, the darkness collapses into chaos.

A battle rages.

Omys above, where am I?!

From every direction, the sounds of destruction, war, and mayhem crash down like thunder. I’m in an armored suit. My vision is flooded by a blinking, flashing HUD. Symbols and characters flicker inside the helmet, some language I don’t recognize.

Strangely... I feel no fear. No panic. Just a sharp clarity.

I glance up, and realize the sky is falling.

No... we’re falling out of the sky.

Where in Cariss’sir’s eyes am I?

Someone screams to my left. I turned in too late. Gunfire slams into my right side, rattling the armor like hail on steel. I see my arms move on their own, shielding my helmet’s visor, but I’m still being peppered. Four brutal seconds.

I’m trapped in the backseat of my own body.

I try to call out. To shout. Anything.

But no sound leaves my mouth.

I can’t make my lips move. Can’t form the words.

Then, with a calm I don’t feel, my vision locks onto one attacker. My left hand snaps forward, and a glowing shield of white light bursts into existence, like a droplet hitting glass. It spreads fast, covering my entire forearm.

My right hand draws the sidearm from my hip, sights lining up fast behind the hardlight barrier.

They haven’t even reloaded yet.

My stomach twists as the reticle centers on the first enemy. I feel the trigger pull. Once. Twice. Over and over. Each shot detonates on impact, green bursts the size of a fist tearing through the air.

Enemy fire dwindles. First on the shield. Then my legs.

And finally, nothing.

The last round drops the final enemy. I square my shoulders. The shield fades. My left fist beats my chest in a rhythmic salute.

Suddenly, the world shifts.

Another battlefield. A city, no, a graveyard. Corpses everywhere, their forms blurred like smudges on a lens. The horror is suffocating... and yet I feel relief. Bitter, heavy, impossible relief.

I turn to someone. Say something, but the words are garbled. Muted.

Then,

My eyes fly open.

“Urgh, why?!”

A groan escapes as a beam of light from the bathroom window cuts through the gloom and lances my retinas. I roll over, desperately trying to escape the blazing ray. Clenching the blanket around me, I blissfully ignore the sweat that’s soaked into the sheets.

I will myself fall back asleep. But images from the dream won’t let go. Gunfire. Chaos. That city of the dead...

“So vivid...” I mutter.

I sit up with a groan and immediately shiver.

The sheets are cold and clammy.

Reaching out, I tap the recessed button on my nightstand. Harsh, white light blasts the room, and I squint through the afterglow. I rub the last shreds of sleep from my eyes, then blink repeatedly to bring my hands into focus.

“... I’m shaking like a leaf in a storm.”

I breathe deeply.

“What the hell was that dream?”

I drop my hands and glance toward the holo-clock.

07:24.

I frown. For a moment, I lie back down, staring at the ceiling. The moment doesn’t last.

“Alright. No time like no time.” I swing my legs over the bed.

Five years.

My legs wobble as I stand, still trembling from the dream. My heart pounds like tribal drums in my chest. I glance back at my hands. I can still feel the adrenaline.

I walk slowly to the mirror. My reflection stares back, pale, sweaty, and tired. Always pale. My birthmarks, as usual, greet me like ancient sigils: four swirls on my right hand forming a diamond. People say they look like tattoos.

They aren’t.

The marks are natural. Not inked or etched. Born into me.

My left hand carries three more, thorns spiraling like a rose stem, forming a triangle from wrist to thumb.

No change. Again.

I break my gaze from the birthmarks and scan my room.

Ever since I started living alone, I’ve made it a habit to take visual stock of my essentials every morning.

There’s my grandfather’s jacket draped over the desk chair, faded, stitched at the shoulder, still holding the faint smell of burnt copper and spice. My tall hardwood bookshelf stands proudly to the right of my sleek, minimalist holo-desk. Every shelf is filled with a mix of hard-bound texts and digital data drops. Nestled in between them are holo-frames of my family.

One shows my mom, Bekariah Chaliupps, perched on the nose of her patrol ship, the Dachsh-884. Her short platinum-blonde hair clings tightly beneath her helmet, a slight smirk playing on her lips. Defiant, proud.

Then I notice something’s missing.

My DataCom.

The charging slot in my desk is empty. I scan the room, spot a pair of pants tossed over the desk chair, and there it is.

“There you are, you sneaky little thing,” I mutter with mock annoyance, fishing the compact communicator out of the pocket.

The moment I press the face, a soft hum activates the holo-screen, projecting translucent panes of light upward.

Four unread messages from Phil, two from The Citadel, and five from...

I glance back at my mom’s photo.

Then I tap Phil’s most recent message.

“Just meet me in the alley when you see this.”

Sent 5 minutes ago.

I tilt my head. Phil's up already? I swipe to the next screen, catching a glimpse of The Citadel’s notifications. Flowery. Formal. Congratulations.

Yeah, yeah. Save it for the ceremony.

I lock the screen and glance around my room again. For the first time today, it feels... different. Heavier.

Selection Day.

At long last. It’s here.

“Five years...” I whisper.

I exhale, trying to settle the knot in my stomach. My eyes shift to the glowing wall calendar above my desk.

There’s no doubt. This is the day.

“It’s about damn time.”

Barefoot, I cross the cold metal floor to my tiny, utilitarian bathroom. A depressive little nook, shower stall, sink, toilet, a smart mirror stretched across one wall, and recessed cabinets tucked in beside it.

I step up to the mirror, catching my own reflection again.

But as I lift my eyes, I get a flash from the dream. My heart skips. The sound of falling cities echoes faintly in my ears.

I flinch, hand flying to the side of my head.

Shake it off, Athreus. Shake it off.

I twist the sink on and splash cold water across my face. It does very little.

“I need a distraction,” I mutter, holding up my DataCom and syncing it with the bathroom’s corner-mounted speakers. The syncing takes longer than it should, mostly because I keep flipping through playlists, overthinking every choice.

Eventually, I landed on a classic.

The intro riff kicks in. A slow staccato beat that builds into a fiery tempo.

“Living Fire, by Corner Strung. Ha! Classic,” I laugh, then start mouthing along instinctively.

“Streaked across the sky!

My message, clear, as this ship makes the air cry!

With a quick signal to my crew!

We start our journey, far beyond the sky!”

I grin as the chorus blasts through the room like a call to arms.

“Living Fire! Living fire!

A molten flame against the void!

Living Fire! Living fire!

Burn the stars into the soil!”

I stop singing long enough to focus.

Deadlines usually stress me out, but this one? This one I’ll gladly meet.

I step back, inspecting myself in the mirror.

Dark, winding birthmarks twist along my torso like tribal tattoos. Symbols etched into my skin by something older than me. Some follow the shapes of bones. Others trace veins and ribs like circuits.

I turn, craning my neck to see the mirrored view of my back. A large bare patch sits between my shoulder blades void-like. But the marks resume around my waist and legs like vines clinging to a spine.

When a Warrius is born, doctors immediately analyze the infant’s DNA.

The test determines what battle ability the child will inherit. These abilities are tied to the Artifact trace within our genetic code.

But when they analyzed me, the doctors told my mother and father something else:

“No active battle ability present. Artifact genes are dormant or blocked.”

Sixteen years later, it’s still blocked.

No matter how hard I train. No matter how much I hope.

Instead of a power, I got these markings. Strange. Inexplicable. But today... for the first time, they feel different.

Important.

I stretch, checking for bruises from last week’s fight. My knees pop as I bend. The mirror displays my vitals:

Weight: 138.2 lbs

Height: 5’11”

A bit too lean, but not fragile. Not short, not tall. The gray area. The middle tier. Normallion.

Just another average Warrius.

Only sixteen.

Still growing.

Mom used to tell me I was the spitting image of my father, Cheraticue Lindonius. I wouldn’t know. He died in the Kariana Attacks when I was five.

No survivors. No escape pods recovered.

Still, Mom gave me all the vids and holos from when he was alive. I know what he looked like. What he sounded like. What he laughed like.

But memories from that time? Fuzzy. Fleeting.

Just shadows.

I grab a D-bot pill, bite down, and feel the nanobots rush across my gums and teeth like cold static.

Foam bubbles between my lips. I slosh a gulp of water, spit, and switch on the shower.

I scrub myself until I’m clean, dry, and shining like a polished synth medal.

I throw on my shirt, then slip my grandfather’s jacket over my shoulders. Worn. Heavy. But reliable like everything he taught me.

Then I open the door to what people keep referring to as “the biggest day of your life.”

The sun hangs just over the horizon, its light casting a gold hue over the skyline. The air is crisp, carrying the scent of morning metal and distant ozone.

Now that’s something worth remembering.

I pause, take it in.

Then pull out my DataCom and snap a picture. The silhouettes of ships hover like black phantoms in the air. Fluffy clouds drift lazily above the distant green-black mountains.

“Five years off-world...” I whisper with anticipation. “I wonder where I’ll be sent. And who the other applicants will be.”

With a deep breath, I lock my front door using an ocular and fingerprint scan. The scanner flashes green to red. Thanks. A metallic latch clicks shut.

Just to be sure, I tug the door. It holds.

I nod, satisfied.

“Here we go.”

The sidewalk stretches ahead, lined by residential towers, modular vendor hubs, and clustered business units. A bustling strip of Malodium-4’s Iron Ring District, also known as District 32.

Not called “Iron” because it’s strong, but because everyone here is as common as iron.

Ships buzz overhead. Vendors shout. Streets pulse with energy.

Passing a food stand, I spot one of my usual haunts. The vendor waves, recognizing me.

Normally, I’d stop for breakfast, especially since Donational Homes like mine don’t come with kitchens, but not today.

I wave back with a grin and keep walking.

A block down, I reach the edge of a gated yard.

“Morning, Mrs. Baichros!” I call out, jogging up to the fence and snagging a handful of ripe strawberries growing over the edge.

Tami B is more family than neighbor. Shorter than me by a head, easily double my age, not that I’d ever ask. She was a harpy in the 4th Sector Fleet, or so the stories go.

Her son, Darren, is well on his way to living up to the Baichros name.

“Morning, sweetie! Oh and Athreus, I told you, call me Tami. Hearing 'Mrs. Baichros' from you makes me feel ancient.”

She walks over, handing me another handful of berries with a warm smile.

“Good luck today. Me and the girls will be cheering for you! I can’t make it in person, but we’ll be watching the broadcast. Just do your best.”

“Roger that, Mrs. B er, Tami.”

She rolls her eyes but smiles wider.

“Now get going! You don’t want to be late. But hey if you’ve got time later, stop by for dinner. It’d be our pleasure to have you.”

I hesitate. Part of me wants to accept. The other part remembers something important.

“Wait... is your son Darren home?”

Her eyes brighten. Uh-oh.

“Why yes! His detachment is on leave for Selection Day. He’d love to finally meet you.”

I grimace.

“I don’t want to intrude, but... if you insist, I’d be honored. If I get time before departure, that is.” I pause, voice softening.

“But if I don’t see you, thank you, Tami. For everything. You and the girls helped me through a lot these past few years. I owe you.”

She places a hand over her heart.

“Oh Athreus, you don’t owe us a thing. Just go shine like the star I know you are. Make me proud, kiddo.”

Tears shimmer in her eyes as I step back and offer a respectful Warrius salute.

She returns it with a soft laugh, tears sliding down her cheeks.

I turn and jog away before the moment becomes too heavy.

Around twenty minutes later, I reached a crosswalk.

A small crowd clusters at the curb, waiting for the signal to turn. People murmur about Selection Day, their voices full of nerves, hope, or cold disinterest. I plant myself near the edge, eyes fixed on the pulsing red light.

Then someone to my right shifts closer.

A man in tattered clothes, face partly hidden beneath a frayed hood. His eyes... piercing. A bit too clean under all that wear.

I narrow my gaze.

That’s not a beggar.

“Hey,” he says, his voice gravelly and hollow.

“Morning,” I reply, still riding the warm high from my chat with Tami.

He leans closer, too close.

“Are you heading to the Citadel?”

“Yeah,” I say, taking half a step back.

He smirks slightly. That’s when I catch it, a faint scent beneath the grime. Clean fabric. Fresh leather. This guy’s not what he seems.

He leans in and whispers, “Give ’em hell for me, alright?”

Before I can respond, he adds,

“But you’ll lose. I can see it... in your eyes.”

As he flicks his nose, his irises flash, a brief, unsettling bronze light.

My skin crawls.

“Thanks?” I offer weakly.

Then, BREEEP!

The signal chimes. Traffic halts. The crowd starts across.

I slip forward, trying to blend in. I want distance between me and whoever that was.

Then I see it,

A flicker of light in my periphery.

“Oh crap-”

I dive back just as a trio of O.S.P. patrol bikes scream past, horns shrieking, a blur of lights and speed. The wind blasts against me. My hand flies open, strawberries scatter across the pavement.

People come out of their homes, peering from balconies and doorways to see what’s happening.

And that guy... he’s still staring.

Bronze eyes locked on mine like he knows something I don’t.

I push myself up, brushing my pants. The skin on the back of my neck tingles, like fate just missed me by an inch.

I need to get to the alley. Now.

A few blocks later, I duck around a corner into the alley where Phil and I always meet. The space is narrow, boxed in by tall residential towers and dented delivery crates. It smells like recycled water and old oil.

About fifty feet in, I spot them.

Three figures. Two standing. One on the ground.

“Just leave me alone!” the voice cries out.

Phil.

One of the standing men chuckles, then lunges, pinning Phil’s arms behind him.

“Make us, Normy!” the other snarls, and sends a kick into Phil’s side.

The movement jostles them, and I catch a clearer look at the kid on the ground.

Yup. That’s Philotheos.

Of course it’s today. Selection Day, of all days.

“ above... you’ve got to be kidding me.” I mutter, shaking my head.

Phil’s about my height, a little skinnier. Dark brown skin, angular features. Nimble as hell. We used to play hide-and-seek in his dad’s gym, he’d always catch me off guard. And I never managed to catch him.

So it surprises me a bit to see him pinned.

But it is a tight alley.

And Phil’s the kind of kind soul who probably tried to talk his way out.

I shove my hands into my jacket pockets and stroll forward.

“Hey! Malcontents!” I yell, casual but loud. “Maybe, just once, you two can throw us a bone and let it go.”

Phil groans on the ground, and I add,

“Come on, Phil. Get up.”

The one pinning him turns. His sneer melts into a mocking grin.

“Athreus! Malcontents? Ha!” he laughs. “What’re you gonna do? Scold us into submission?”

The other guy, still standing, throws another kick at Phil, who winces and curls inward.

“Enough. You guys know what day it is. Just walk away.”

I try to reason with them, but my blood is boiling. Seeing Phil like that, it twists something in my chest.

I step closer and get a clearer look at their faces.

The bigger one, the talker of course.

Brutrous.

A long-time bully. Been a thorn in our sides since school.

The skinny one behind him... I recognize the face, but I can’t place the name.

“Brutrous, take your friend and get lost.” My voice goes flat.

He scoffs, tightening his grip on Phil. “Or what? You gonna throw hands now? C’mon, Athreus... You’re not that guy.”

He waits for me to respond. I don’t.

His lanky friend sneers. “What’s wrong, Normy? Cat got your tongue?”

I lift one foot, taking another step forward.

“Stay back if you know what’s good for you!” Brutrous barks, eyes narrowing. He knows my fuse is short.

His buddy, though? Clueless.

The skinny one starts to circle me, trying to flank. I keep one eye on Brutrous, the other on this guy creeping behind me.

Great. Trapped in a damn triangle.

I sigh.

Only one way out, through.

I feint left, like I’m lunging at Brutrous.

Immediately, the lanky one behind me shouts and rushes in, probably thinking he can pin me.

I wait until he’s just a few feet away, then sidestep hard right and slam my elbow backward, putting my back into the strike.

Crack!

It catches him square in the eyebrow. He stumbles, dazed and crashes into Brutrous and Phil.

I laugh and plant my feet.

Hands raised. Weight balanced. Fighting stance.

“Get up and fight, starlings,” I taunt, adopting a tone like one of our old instructors.

“This isn’t like training, you’ve got to be quicker than that. Or maybe... just go home?”

They scramble to their feet, furious. I recognize that fury. It’s the kind that doesn’t just want to win, it wants to humiliate.

Brutrous glares. “Damn it, Dockus! Get off me!”

Dockus?

Wait.

I blink.

“Wait... you’re Lock-Jaw Dock?!” I burst out laughing, pointing a finger.

Dockus freezes. Brutrous grimaces.

Phil, still on the ground, stifles a laugh.

“Omys above, I’ve heard stories about you.” I grin, making obnoxious air quotes.

“‘Professional reputation.’”

Even Brutrous twitches at that.

I keep going, grinning wide. “Tell me, do you have to pay extra for a custom helmet? Or does it automatically adjust for... you know... all that?” I motion to Dockus’s comically large chin.

Still no reaction.

Uncrackable. Shame.

Brutrous steps forward, voice dripping with false nostalgia.

“It’s been a long time, Athreus. I remember when you weren’t angry. When you weren’t bitter. You were just a weak little Normallion who knew his place.”

He spits the words like poison.

“But now... you think you’re something? You think you can stand against us? We’re Betas, Athreus. You’re not even in the same league.”

I inhale, holding back the retort. Then I drop it anyway.

“You know what, Brutrous? You’re right. I don’t remember what changed me. But I remember you.” I point at him.

“You’ve always liked picking on us Normallions. You pretend to hate us, but you’re always near us. Always. Like a shadow that doesn't know how to disappear.”

I step closer.

“So what are you, really? If we’re so beneath you, why are you always down here with us?”

He tenses.

I go for the throat.

“Remind me, what class are you again?” I ask, my tone dangerously casual.

Brutrous glances at Dockus. He hesitates.

“Not identifying your class is a shameful offense, remember? Should I report you to a duty officer?”

His cheeks flush.

“I’m a Beta, alright?! What does it matter? It doesn’t change anything!”

“Exactly.” I drop into a crouch, raising my fists. “It doesn’t. So let’s get this over with.”

Brutrous growls, signaling Dockus. “Let’s go.”

They charge twin bulls with one target.

I raise my arms, trying to block, but their combined weight hits like a meteor.

WHUMP.

We crash to the ground. My back slams into a splintered old crate.

Pain sears through my skull as a splinter stabs into my scalp. White-hot stars dance across my vision.

I’m dazed. Seeing double.

Then come the fists.

One, two, more than I can count. They strike fast and wild, each hit knocking the breath out of me. Kicks land on my ribs, my gut. My jacket offers little protection.

And then, 

No.

The strawberries.

I vomit.

My last decent meal, Tami’s strawberries splatter across the alley floor, staining the pavement with red pulp and bile.

The beating stops.

“Ugh, gross!”

One of them, probably Dockus, backs off in disgust.

“Are you serious?!” Brutrous huffs, stepping away, wiping his hands like he just touched something radioactive.

I curl into myself, one arm around my stomach, the other trying to keep me from rolling into my own puke.

My ribs ache. My pride hurts worse.

Then... a shadow looms over me.

It’s Brutrous.

He crouches slightly, bringing his face close, too close.

His grin is smug. Rotten. Smug enough to spoil fruit.

“Now we’ll leave,” he sneers.

“Athreus the noble Normy... full of hollow strength.”

He jabs a finger at Phil, who’s still curled near the wall.

“You two? You belong beneath the bottom.”

One final kick to my side, hard enough to make me grunt, and then they turn, walking off like they just claimed some noble victory.

At the mouth of the alley, Brutrous throws one last insult over his shoulder:

“You’re the lowest of them all, Athreus.”

I don’t answer. I just stare at the sky.

My whole body throbs.

Ribs, head, stomach, all throbbing in sync with my heartbeat. But my eyes... They focus on the clouds above.

They drift lazily across the morning sky, soft and white against the rising blue.

“This’ll probably be the last day I spend on Malodium-4,” I whisper to no one.

A moment later, a familiar voice speaks.

“You really gotta start picking better fights, Athreus.”

Phil.

He appears at my side, holding out a hand. His lip is bleeding, and he’s hunched slightly, favoring his right side.

But he’s standing.

I reach up and take his hand.

“Thanks, Phil. You might be right. But with Brutrous, there’s no avoiding it. He’ll never stop unless someone shows him we’re not weak.”

He pulls me up, and I groan as my legs protest.

I continue, wiping my mouth with my sleeve. “They’re not strong just because they’re bigger. And beating us up? That’s not dominance. That’s desperation.”

Phil shrugs. “It’s the way of it, Athreus. I’ve told you before, and I hate saying it, but we’re Tau. And to guys like Brutrous? Tau are just punching bags.”

He says it with a smirk, trying to make light of it.

But I can hear the truth in his voice.

I look at him, really look, and shake my head.

“No. I won’t accept that.”

He raises an eyebrow. “You won’t?”

“No.” I take a step forward, voice rising. “Our race claims survival is everything. And yet they shun the weak. They worship strength like it’s sacred, and cast aside anyone who doesn’t fit. As if being born Tau means we’ll always be helpless.”

Phil doesn’t respond. His gaze drops to the alley floor, avoiding my eyes.

But I keep going.

“Is that who we are now? A society so obsessed with power it forgets how to protect its own? We’re treated like failures just because we didn’t win the genetic lottery?”

He lifts his head.

“No,” he says quietly. “You’re right. It’s not fair. But what can we do, Athreus? We’re nobodies.”

I stare toward the Citadel, just visible between the alley’s mouth and a distant archway.

Then I answer.

“We fight. That’s what we do. We fight every damn day until someone has to notice. Until they can’t ignore us anymore. Until the word ‘Tau’ doesn’t mean worthless.”

A beat passes.

Then Phil chuckles softly.

“You really are gonna die before kneeling, huh?”

“Damn right I am.”

We walk together, back onto the main road, navigating through early commuters and excited young Warrius all headed to the same place.

We walk in silence for a while. Letting the weight of what just happened settle. Letting the gravity of today catch up.

After about two miles, we round the corner of a short cylindrical building, a medical facility.

Above the entrance, a glowing holo-sign reads:

> “Surgery in progress. No admittance.”

(Progress: 62%)

––––––––
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PHIL NUDGES ME WITH his elbow, smirking again.

“You’re insane if you think Quedorious loses to Yoru.”

I blink.

Wait, we’re still doing this?

“You’re seriously going back to that debate right now?” I ask.

“Quedorious Ferrio has no upper limit to his strength. Yoru can grow to the size of a building, but that’s it.” Phil grins, clearly smug.

I stop walking, mid-step. Look at him like he just spit in my food.

“Phil, I will die on this hill. Did you forget Galirenta?”

I throw a hand up for dramatic flair.

“Yoru grew to the size of an orbital cruiser. You hear me? Cruiser. That’s not a building. That’s a floating warzone.”

Phil shrugs. “Still... no upper limit, my friend. Quedorious just scales harder.”

We walk again, into a massive public park surrounding our final destination.

The Citadel.

We walk through the massive community park surrounding the Citadel. The grass is cut short and even. Trees sway in the morning breeze, ash and pine, thick with the scent of pollen and cool dew.

Community gardens stretch along one edge, their hydro-farmed plants growing in geometric rows. Kids play in climbable abstract sculptures, spinning frames of metal and glowing glass. Parents hover close by, many of them casting occasional glances toward the Citadel.

We follow the main stone pathway, curving between amphitheaters, sculpture gardens, and wide stretches of open lawn.

In the distance, half a mile away, the Citadel looms like a titan of old.

“It's huge,” I breathe, stopping for a moment.

The sheer scale of it... I’ve seen it in vids, holos, from my housing unit, but never this close.

Phil stops beside me, exhaling slowly. “Yeah. Even after all these years, it still gets me.”

He glances sideways.

“You don’t live that far. First time seeing it up close?”

I scratch the back of my neck, slightly embarrassed. “Yeah. Never had a reason to come this far into the city. It looks like a brick from my place.” I raise my fingers and pinch the air. “This big. Or close enough.”

Phil chuckles.

I let my eyes wander across the Citadel’s towering face.

Its outer walls are made of reinforced stone, dark and mottled like volcanic rock. The kind of ancient, indestructible material that speaks of survival. Strength. Legacy.

At each corner of the Citadel, tall black marble spires pierce the sky, massive and regal, capped with colossal flags that flutter in the wind.

There are four flags, one atop each spire:

Red and black for Omega, the brutal class, often tacticians, executioners, or punishers.

Blue and gold for Alpha, leaders and visionaries, revered for their power and intellect.

Amethyst and silver for Beta, elite combatants, ranked second only to Alphas.

Emerald and white for Tau, those without active battle abilities. The working class. Us.

––––––––
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EACH FLAG BEARS A SYMBOL derived from Pre-Ancient Greek, a stylized glyph representing their class’s purpose.

Even now, in the glow of early morning, they shimmer like divine emblems.

I stare at the Tau flag the longest. It's elegant. Reserved. Almost... noble.

But here on Malodium-4, that flag might as well be a polite insult.

Above the main entrance, etched into stone, flanked by the flags, rests the Citadel’s sigil:

A ten-pointed purple star, stabbed vertically by a downward-facing sword.

It’s massive. Bold. Beautiful.

And as I stare, a chill runs up my spine.

My heart slows.

My vision narrows.

Then, 

A voice.

But not mine. Not Phil’s. Not anyone around me.

It speaks directly into my mind. Deep. Echoing.

“This... this, my friend, is your first step toward destiny.”

“And what awaits... will be shattering.”

I flinch, instinctively scanning the space around me.

But no one is talking.

Phil notices.

“Hey, you good?”

I blink rapidly, trying to shake off the chill in my bones. “Yeah. Just... weird morning.”

What the hell was that?
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​Chapter Two: The Citadel.
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There are four identical Citadels on our planet. Every calendar quarter, each Citadel holds an event called Selection Day. On this day, the Citadel sends a notice to every person who turned 16 during that quarter. Attendance is mandatory and will be enforced.

There, you will be evaluated. There is no set schedule; instead, the event ends when the last person present has been evaluated. The evaluations are designed to gauge the individual on most levels.

Philotheos and I reach the top of the stairs and follow the steadily growing crowd through the giant dusky metal doors and into the Citadel's parlor, where we are handed a brochure titled “Selection Day: What to Expect.” Phil and I exchange looks and open the brochure. The digital parchment comes to life as I unfold its pages.

“Hello, I am Malodia, the Universal AI of the Four Malodium Citadels,” a cultured, feminine voice announces. Subtitles appear in the top left corner of the brochure’s first page. “Welcome, Applicant, to the Citadel, and may I be the first to wish you a memorable Selection Day,” the AI chirps merrily, slightly out of sync with the words coming from Phil’s brochure. So I fold my brochure closed, cutting off the voice, and we separate so we don’t get distracted.

An expansive marble-floored area the size of a concert hall stretches out around us, providing plenty of room. The walls are covered in depictions of significant battles, space exploration, and many more important events that fill them from floor to ceiling.

I reopen the brochure and it continues its dialogue. “The first detail you should note is the Selection Day schedule. You'll see that it is split into four sections, each within its own text box,” like the AI said. There are four boxes on the inside of the second page, each titled,

Verbal Evaluation, Physical Evaluation, Mental Evaluation, and Endurance Evaluation. Below the titles are descriptions of each evaluation. “The first section is a Verbal Evaluation. During this portion of the day you will be assigned a team of evaluators. The Verbal Evaluation is more of a verification of identity and to create a more expansive Citadel record for you.”

The sounds of other applicants around me—some with smiles, others with frowns—make it plain to see that the reality of today is sinking in for everyone. With a start, I realize the brochure has stopped talking, and I snap my attention back to it. “The second phase of Selection Day is the Physical Evaluation. This includes evaluation of your battle ability through an apparatus called the A.P.A., the Autonomous Potential Analyzer.” An image of a box labeled as 8 meters on all sides appears. A diagram zooms in on the page to magnify millions of small cameras and hard-light projectors. “This device tracks and analyzes each movement and reaction, and can counter 87% of all battle abilities at full strength. The Physical Evaluation will allow the Citadel to get a baseline of your body’s strengths and weaknesses. This is comparable to the physical fitness tests done during primary school.” The image freezes, and bold letters blink on the digital parchment: “Please continue to the next page.”

“Well, that's one part of the evaluations I won't need to worry about,” I mutter, glancing at Phil as I turn the page. The next page has a holo-projected image of a helmet that looks more like an unreasonably thick-haired wig. Hundreds of filaments and cables run out of the helmet and out of the projection.

“Next, the Mental Evaluation. This evaluation is in the form of a cognitive simulation used to judge your mental state when presented with a unique no-win scenario, and what mental instincts drive your actions for survival.”

Hundreds of people walk from the side halls and move about the parlor, each milling about their business. One group stands in the center of the large room and tilts their heads up. I look up too. A massive half-cylinder of violet stained glass casts tinted rays into the room and paints many of the murals and depictions that decorate the walls.

“How long did it take to carve those?” I wonder distantly as Phil walks up and notices my unfocused look. I’m trying to debate if someone hand-carved them, or if someone with a stone-shaping ability molded the imagery into place.

“Well, I’m off to bay 16. I bet you’re in bay 1, right?” he says, pulling me from my thoughts. Then he eyes the brochure in my hands. “You finished it, right?”

With a look of embarrassment, I glance quickly back to the brochure.

“Just hold on, Phil. I’ll walk with you,” I say as the voice of Malodia sounds again from the brochure. Phil crosses his arms and waits patiently, then groans when he hears where I’m at in the brochure.

“You’re not even halfway, Athreus.”

“Phil, it will be faster without drama from the backseat,” I say with a smirk and focus again on the next page of the brochure. The page itself is as grand, eloquent, and as gilded as the crown; edges of gold coloring shimmer due to the digital parchment.

“And finally,” Malodia continues, “the fabled Endurance Evaluation, or more commonly known as the Triumphus Bellatrus.” Sparks of fireworks fill the page with colors and flashes.

“Like the name suggests, this is the Warrius Right of Passage, and it has lasted since the 2nd generation of colonists after leaving Arterra. This is a generalized event and is the same for all applicants.” The digital parchment comes to life again as images from past events flash on the pages, showcasing the range of event styles: a labyrinth, a cityscape battlefield, large forests, even orbital scenarios. “After the event, your results and your experiential will be inputted into the Selection Program. The information and data are then analyzed, and based on that the program will select a planet within the Warrius training section within the Inter-galactic Atlas.”

The logo for the Intergalactic Atlas appears: a comet with a long tail shoots across the digital parchment and spirals into a black hole. It slowly orbits the gravity well as Malodia continues, “Once the program has selected a destination, applicants are sent on a 5-year training period off-world to hone their battle skills, survival skills, and develop their battle abilities. The Citadel, to facilitate the training period, supplies each applicant with a premium tier-5 interstellar vessel to house them during their time off-world. Once an applicant has completed his or her training, they will officially be granted the rank of Full Knight by the Citadel on their home world. With this Full Knight status they also receive ownership of their provided vessel.”

The logo of the Intergalactic Atlas shifts and fades and is replaced by an example of a ship split into three parts: a schematic print, a general image, and the logo of the Citadel stamped on one wing. The brochure wipes the ship away and in bold flashing colors of purple, green, red, and blue—backed by a triumphant chorus that swells then cuts to silence.

“That was almost too much,” I say, looking away from the brochure and over to Phil, who still waits, arms crossed, a brooding look on his dark brown face. “What? I get distracted easily, and not gonna lie to you, I tuned out what you said earlier,” he says. He rolls his eyes and sighs, holding out his fist for me to bump. I do so.

“I’m off to bay 16. I’ll see you later, Athreus,” he says before turning and sheepishly walking towards a hall marked “Bay 16.” I look over my shoulder. Even more people pour in through the front doors. I give the violet skylight another glance, then make my way across the room to a hall labeled “Bay 1.”

Down the hall, two lines of people file into separate rooms. Once closer, I realize these are locker rooms. The one to the left is labeled “Bay 1-M.” I glance to my right: “Bay 1-F.” I look back at the door to the men’s locker room and take a deep breath before I go in.

“No fear, Athreus,” that strange voice from before says. I glance around, but no one’s paying me much attention, let alone speaking to me. Must’ve been my imagination. I take a deep breath and step through the door.

Beyond the door is a clean, tile-floored locker room lined from wall to wall with black lockers. The doors to these lockers have silver-lined display screens covering the top half of the door. More lockers take up the center of the room, making it a challenge to get through the small crowds forming. Each person roughly looks the same age as me, although some look much older and others look very young. Battle Ability side effects.

I walk past unfamiliar faces and voices. Some I recognize from primary school, but the years since then make them strangers all the same. Forging a path, I scan the locker displays as I pass by people to find the locker with my name. The lockers rest on top of a concrete bench that circles the room; the base of the lockers is 2 feet above the tiled floor. I find mine in the back left corner, away from most of the others.

Inside the locker are a black combat shirt, stiff rugged combat pants, and some heavy-duty military-style boots. Taking off my grandfather’s jacket, I pause before putting it inside the locker. I gaze nostalgically at the fading patch on the left breast. “T.D.M.R.C.L.,” I read aloud, then flip it to read the back: “Tau Development, Machining, Residential, Construction, Labor.”

“Well, Grandpa, I hope I’m able to take you with me,” I whisper, hang the jacket in the locker, and start re-dressing in the provided gear.

A few moments later, a man close to my size, dressed in the same black fatigues as those in the lockers, walks over with his hand out for a shake. With a large smile, he says,

“Hello, allow me to introduce myself. The name’s Axritos Kaedia.”

“Athreus. It’s nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his outstretched hand, then tightening the belt around my waist.

“The feeling is mutual.” He flops onto the raised stone bench to my left. Once I close my locker, I sit beside him to tighten the boot locks.

“So, are you ready for the Endurance test?” he says, energy in his voice, not waiting for my answer. “What’s your battle ability? I call mine Pinpoint. It lets me see weak points in the bodies of my opponents,” he exclaims. With a power like that, he’s either an omega or a beta—probably an omega.

“Well, it may come as a shock, but I have no battle ability,” I say carefully, unsure if this kid has a vendetta against Normallions like Brutrous does. His smile falters for half a second, but quickly returns just as strong. And with a friendly expression, he smirks and stands, saying,

“Ability, no ability. I’m sure you’ve got your own tricks, and who knows—you might find your ability one day,” he says with a shrug, then starts to walk away. Suddenly he stops and looks back. Pointing a finger at me, he offers a challenging smile.

“I will beat you in the Endurance test, Athreus!” he yells loudly over the chatter in the locker room.

“Oh yeah? Prove it, Axritos!” I yell, pointing back at him, accepting his challenge.

“I’ll see you later, Athreus!” He turns and disappears into a group of applicants. I watch him as he walks, then look at the backs of my hands. Then, after a beat, a buzzer sounds, making me jump. I look around in surprise and hear the feminine voice of Malodia over the Citadel’s intercom.

“All applicants proceed to the Main Training Ground,” the feminine voice of Malodia announces over the Citadel’s intercom. The crowd starts to migrate out of the locker room before she finishes speaking. I get to my feet, doing my best to hide my increasing nervousness, and wait for my turn to exit the locker room.

As I’m walking down the hall, I glance from face to face, hoping to spot Phil or Axritos, but the crowd is gigantic. People brush past me without saying a word, and some brush past leaving rude words. I look behind me again and thankfully see Philotheos bumping into people as he tries to maneuver through the mass of people. I halt in the river of applicants so he can catch up to me. I stick my fist out; he bumps it quickly.

“Athreus. Man, I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” Phil says glumly. My eyebrows knit together and I frown hearing his words.

“What do you mean you’re not ready? This is our moment, Phil. We need to go above and beyond if we want respect from them,” I say enthusiastically.

“I know. I know. I’m just nervous. I’m not as excited as you are,” he says pointedly as more people brush past and between us.

“I won’t lie to you and say I’m not excited, but if you don’t think I’m nervous, you’re totally wrong. More than plenty of me is nervous. Phil, I am this close to shaking right now,” I say, holding up my hand and pinching my fingers.

“Well, I’m glad I’m not the only one,” he says with a smirk. After a while of following the crowd to where we hope the training grounds are in this ridiculous building.

“Do you think it’ll be tough, Athreus?” Phil asks as we walk down yet another long hallway lined with artwork that makes people stop to admire while the stream of hundreds of applicants flows around them.

“What, the evaluations? I would think so, yeah,” I say, smiling, unsure if he’s serious. “Did you think they were gonna be easy?” I ask. He makes an angry face, and we walk in silence until we hear people shouting for people not to push or rush ahead and to form a line.

We come to another set of doors with “Main Training Grounds” above in large black letters, but before I can do anything but register the words, we’re pushed through the doors.

The training grounds—the awe I felt from being in the main entry room of the Citadel—is quickly overshadowed by the grandeur of the training grounds, expanding farther than my eyes can make out. Elegant pavilions dot the grounds. They group us alphabetically by first name; large holographic letters indicate each group.

Then I hear names being called. “Abilphos Trekeia,” one calls.

“Aphiria Felberran.”

“Arolus Helum.” One by one, a member of an evaluator team calls a name, then leads the applicant to conduct their evaluations. Twenty-six applicants from each of the twenty-six sections are called at a time, in twenty-six separate rooms. There are more than 2,000 people here today for their evaluations.

My name gets called: “Athreus Lindonius.” I look over and see a team standing next to a holo with my last name on it. As I walk toward the group of evaluators, I notice each is wearing lab coats with different assortments of tech lining their equipment. One with the four class colors on his collar and the trim of his coat—I assume is the lead evaluator—motions me to follow, and we move as a group.

The lead evaluator guides us down some halls and to a door marked 47-B. The walls inside are bare and contrast with the decorated hallway outside: gray from the floor to about shoulder height, then white to the ceiling. A data table and chairs are the only things populating the room. I’m told to sit down, and the lead evaluator takes the seat across from me.

“Hello, Mr. Lindonius. My name is Partheriphon Drudeck. I hope the day finds you well. I am an administrator for the Citadel. These others are specialists and will be assisting me as I conduct your evaluations prior to the Triumphus Bellatrus. Now, do you have any questions before we begin?” he asks kindly. Mr. Dru—as I’ve begun to refer to
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