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    Dedication 

To the voices that refuse to be silenced, and the stories that refuse to be forgotten. May the memory of the elders always guide our steps.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"The true crown is the memory of the elders, not the metal of the victory." — Ancient Proverb of the Sun-Kissed Stones

"You cannot erase the game if the rhythm is already written in the heart." — Toma Greyhawk
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1: The First Leap  
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The Arrival at the Pantheon  

When Toma Greyhawk pushed through the obsidian gates of the Pantheon Arena, the universe went soundless.  

It wasn’t silence in the usual way. It was something more profound—an absence shaped and placed with purpose, as if the cosmos had drawn a breath and never released it. The stillness was physical, weighty, pressing against his skull, muffling his every breath, every shift of muscle and bone. It wasn’t tranquility—it was predation. It felt made.  

Within that void, the only sound was his heart hammering against his ribs—steady, primitive, alive. The silence wrapped around that pulse like hands around a candle. And behind it all came a terrifying awareness: this place was watching him. Not with eyes, but with presence. The air, the walls, the stones themselves bent in slow, patient judgment. You have entered the gaze of gods, the structure seemed to whisper.  

Outside the gates, galaxies screamed with celebration. Tens of thousands of worlds—crowds of beings made of flesh, plasma, algorithm, and dream—were all tuned in to witness the Games. Out there, it was probably thunder and chorus and spectacle. Here, nothing lived but his heartbeat. The Pantheon had designed that silenced corridor with precision. It stripped competitors bare before they stood before godhood.  

Only his human pulse remained.  

Sweat rolled down his neck as if rebelling against reverence. He wanted to swallow, to break the quiet, but even that felt sacrilegious.  

So he walked forward.  

The corridor—called the Walk of Champions—was a mirage frozen into a path. A transparent surface shimmered beneath his feet, its form constantly shifting between molten glass and condensed light. Every reflection along it warped his image until he appeared as a stranger within the reflections—layered versions of himself stretched thin against eternity.  

Lining the path were statues, arranged in solemn perfection. They were no mere monuments. They pulsed softly with divine energy, their surfaces alive—gold flowing like molten blood, black stone radiating heat, crystal sparkling like contained constellations. Each depicted a competitor at the absolute brink—never in repose, always in that raw instant before victory or oblivion.  

Toma paused before one near the end. A woman cast in silver, caught mid-stride, the blur of motion fossilized. The plaque read: Diora the Fleet—She Who Crossed the Rings of Saturn.  

Her face wasn’t one of triumph but of fear—sublime, consuming fear. The sculptor had captured the fraction of terror that lived inside transcendence. And in her mirrored eyes, his reflection shuddered, overlapping hers until identity dissolved.  

“Was it worth it?” he asked under his breath.  

The metal lips offered no reply, though the statue’s gaze seemed—just barely—to tilt toward him.  

He adjusted the cuff of his sleeve, exposing a modest band tied around his wrist. Its fibers were rough, dyed a reddish brown by hand. Against the sleek uniform, it looked laughably small.  

But that thread was all that remained of his people—the Kirota. His grandmother had woven it in the dying days before their culture was stripped away. The Kirota had been keepers of movement and story, wanderers who mapped stars through rhythm instead of a chart, voice instead of a lens. When the Pantheon’s massive order rolled over their world, branding anything unstandardized as “cultural redundancy,” it erased them as if their art had been unwanted background noise.  

The Pantheon’s decree was clear: redundant data should be cleaned from the code of creation.  

His people were deleted. Only this hand-woven band survived.  

“Still here, Mavu,” he muttered, voice breaking.  

He saw her in his memory—eyes reflecting desert dawn, skin lined like wind-carved stone. “Each thread remembers breath,” she’d told him once as her fingers moved across the loom. “If we forget to breathe our stories into them, the gods will believe they created us.”  

He pressed the band to his pulse and exhaled. For a moment, he could swear he smelled the dry air of home—the dunes, the sunlight, the dust of half-remembered footsteps.  

But here, inside this empire of control, worship had evolved into sport. The divine no longer asked for prayers; they demanded performance.  

Every step through the hall was half devotion, half rebellion. For Toma, the ritual became a pilgrimage. The ancestors followed behind in the unseen, whispering freedom into silence.  

He reached the corridor’s end, where light split open like a wound across dimensions.  

The arena revealed itself.  

It was infinite. Its stands stretched toward the stars and mirrored downward into something like another universe. Gravity bent strangely, pulling in conflicting directions. The track below shimmered, its surface neither liquid nor solid, but something in between—neural silver alive with potential.  

And then—sound returned.  

The roar hit him like a god’s breath, a crashing wave of existence. Millions of voices from every world harmonized into thunder, galaxies celebrating his arrival.  

“Competitor one-one-seven,” the stadium’s omnipresent voice thundered. “Toma Greyhawk of Sol Three. Division: Decathlon Prime.”  

The words carried judgment.  

Above, radiance bloomed—thrones of pure phenomenon revealing the gods. One burned like centrifugal force. One revolved in absolute stillness. One seemed only a suggestion, motion itself embodied. None looked human, but their attention felt uncomfortably intimate.  

Toma bent, not to them but to the ground, whispering into its warmth: for the earth remembers when the stars forget.  

Then he rose, taking his mark. His hands were trembling.  

He had crossed the silence. There was no going back.  

This was his first step—into history or extinction.  

––––––––
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The Oath of Motion  

The ceremony began as a tremor along his spine, growing until his whole being vibrated.  

Overhead, ten colossal rings rotated through the void, each spanning continents, weaving around one another with impossible precision. Their dance drew patterns of fire across the sky, equations that symbolized the Ten Divine Disciplines. Lightning cracked between them, tracing the sacred geometry of worship.  

Every ring bore a sigil—Theros of Speed; Aeon of Boundlessness; Iridius, who never missed. Others were older, their names bending language to pronounce.  

Beneath the rings, rows of athletes stood in silence, glowing with the faint hum of augmentation. They were bodies perfected to the edge of godhood—fast, graceful, empty of anything unnecessary.  

Toma stood among them like an antique in a museum. Flesh, bone, sweat. No implants, no enhancements. The last human in a divine machine.  

Then light condensed into form, and Archon Callistra appeared—her body a storm of pure symmetry, shifting between data and flame.  

“Kneel,” her voice commanded, filling every particle of the air.  

They dropped to one knee, and even the ground seemed to bow.  

“You stand on sanctified motion,” Callistra said. “Here, the boundary ceases. Mortal effort sustains immortal law.”  

Her wings—made of liquid fractal light—fanned outward, bathing the competitors in gleam. “Victory strengthens your gods. But failure,” she added, tone sharp enough to cut the air, “feeds them.”  

The warning crawled under Toma’s skin.  

“Repeat the Oath of Motion,” she ordered.  

The crowd spoke as one—mechanical, exact, rehearsed.  

“I will not resist the Current of Motion.”  

“I will not honor history's forbidden.”  

“I will not seek to rewrite what the gods have written.”  

Each line scalded him. Still, he recited, though his throat felt dry as desert stone. Then, while others shouted the final words, he whispered a different ending:  

“I will not forget what they have taken.”  

Barely sound. Barely breathe. But it rippled, subtle, a tremor running unseen through the air.  

Golden light branded each competitor’s hand with divine sigils. Toma looked down, heart tripping—his brand briefly reshaped into the flowing script of his ancestors before returning to its ordained symbol.  

It lasted a blink. But that was enough. Something older than these gods was stirring beneath their perfection.  

He tugged his sleeve down, hiding his hand. Around him, conversation returned—heroes polished and bright, small talk like mechanical chimes. The Pantheon watched through every surface, measuring their devotion.  

He now understood why no champion lived long after the Games. They weren’t retired; they were recycled—folded back into the divine narrative.  

But he had changed one variable in an equation built on control. A fracture had opened.  

And once perfection cracks, even a hairline fracture can bring the whole thing down.  

––––––––
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The Weight of the Forgotten  

His assigned living pod orbited high above the arena—a fabricated imitation of comfort.  

Artificial sunlight streamed in through transparent walls, bathing a replica Earthscape: forests too green, skies too smooth, mountains symmetrical as equations. A computer’s dream of paradise.  

He dimmed the light with a gesture. Amber dusk filled the room. Even the air shifted texture, heavier, more human.  

“Off,” he said.  

The illusion vanished. The glass darkened, revealing only the faint pulse of starlight.  

“They’ve remodeled memory itself,” he murmured to no one.  

He unpacked his kit with deliberate care. Armor, sensor links, and hydration mask—all regulation issues. Beneath the false bottom of the case lay something illicit: a smooth river stone carved with a spiral, and an animal-hide map painted in fading pigment.  

He laid them out reverently. The map quivered faintly at his touch—the pigments alive, responding to body heat. It depicted the red deserts of his home world, traced with pathways written not in coordinates but in rhythm patterns, titled in looping Kirota script: To leap is to remember the sky before the chains.  

He closed his eyes, breathing in the faint earthy scent that managed to survive centuries.  

A chime interrupted him. The door slid open.  

A tall woman stepped in—hair white as burnished ash, gold eyes sharp and bright. Valara. The Pantheon’s coach. Once, the fastest human alive, until her heart stopped midrace, refusing divine aid. The Pantheon had ironically canonized her defiance, making rebellion their own mythology.  

“Toma Greyhawk,” she said evenly, voice like tempered steel.  

He straightened. “That depends on who’s looking for him.”  

“Coach Valara,” she replied. “Division One-One-Seven. I’m assigned to shape you into something survivable.”  

He studied her. She looked weary but unreadable. “I thought you were retired.”  

“I was,” she said. “They reactivated me because you’re unmodified. Flesh among circuits. It intrigues them.”  

“So I’m a novelty act.”  

Her gaze flicked toward his wrist. “That bracelet—where did you get it?”  

“Family,” he said quickly.  

“That shouldn’t exist,” she murmured. Then, lower: “Keep it hidden. Artifacts like that aren’t objects—they’re ideas. And the gods hate infection.”  

For a long moment, they said nothing. Mutual understanding filled the quiet.  

“Thank you,” he said softly.  

“Don’t thank me,” she replied, turning away. “I’m not saving you. I’m just giving you a head start.”  

––––––––
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The Test of Speed and Memory  

The gods attacked before dawn.  

An earthquake disguised as a sound ripped through the dormitory. The walls flared white.  

Theros, god of speed, had summoned an unscheduled trial.  

When Valara met him in the hallway, her face was grim behind her visor. “He’s playing cruel games,” she said as they descended by elevator disc. “These surprise races are his favorite way to test loyalty. You’ll run until either the track collapses—or you do.”  

They emerged into the Infinite Track, an open ribbon of light stretching through shifting space, curling like a Möbius strip disappearing over its own horizon. It shimmered in and out of visible reality.  

Dozens of competitors gathered, polished forms burning with energy. Muscle, plasma, and tech intertwined. They weren’t entirely living anymore.  

Then a wave of pure motion coalesced above the field—Theros himself. His shape was impossible, defined only by speed, edges constantly rewritten.  

“Children of motion!” His words were lightning. “Run until form dissolves, until your bones remember what gods forgot!”  

Valara’s gloved hand pressed briefly on his shoulder. “The track steals memory. Don’t trust what appears. It will try to devour you.”  

The starting horn screamed.  

RUN.  

Toma launched. Pain sliced his muscles, lungs aflame from the start. Others surged ahead, bodies flashing as streaks of metal and fire.  

He ran anyway, his heartbeat syncing with the pulse of the track. On the twentieth stride, the world bent. The silver track melted into red mirage—his home deserts. He saw dunes, canyons, and half-heard songs. His pace faltered.  

The vision intensified: warships blotting the sun, villages aflame, voices silenced. His grandmother’s cry echoed.  

He almost stumbled to his knees—but through the roar came another memory, quiet as breath: Run slower until the world remembers you.  

He listened.  

He slowed. Let the chaos breathe. The distant images steadied; the burning sands cooled into what they truly were—ancestral ground. The air thickened with the scent of dust after rain. Suddenly, he wasn’t alone. Shadows formed beside him—runners, spectral, feet striking rhythm in unison. The kin of Kirota. The ancient runners of the story.  

Their voices rose in a low chant, mapping stars through song. The track shimmered, turning beneath them from silver to red earth.  

Spectators gasped across systems. The feed glitched.  

Thunder rolled overhead—Theros, incandescent with rage. “You defile my motion with mortal ghosts!”  

The spectral runners only quickened their stride, feet pounding in rhythm older than divine law.  

Toma lifted his arm, the wristband blazing like a captured sunset. “Then remember us!” he shouted to the god above.  

The world cracked open.  

Light exploded—sound gone, gravity undone.  

Then everything folded inward.  

––––––––
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After the Leap  

He woke under sterile light that shimmered like frost. Pain throbbed in rhythm with his heartbeat. Machinery hummed softly—medical tech weaving him back together.  

Valara sat nearby, arms crossed, eyes distant.  

“You made history,” she said without looking up. “Or broke it. Hard to tell which.”  

His voice rasped. “Theros?”  

“Furious,” she said simply. “Tried to erase you mid-broadcast. Didn’t finish in time.” She pulled a crystal from her belt and set it beside him. Inside pulsed faint red light, faintly rhythmic. “The track kept a trace.”  

He frowned. “A trace?”  

“It remembered you,” she said. “Can’t say that’s ever happened before.”  

She rotated the shard, and within it images flickered—red dunes, ghostly figures running beside a human form. “Before the system crashed, sensors picked up thirteen finishers. There were twelve at the start. The others—maybe echoes. Maybe your ancestors. But the machines logged them as real.”  

The silence between them weighed heavily than any god’s presence.  

She exhaled. “You’ve made them uneasy, Greyhawk. You reminded gods of something they’ve worked hard to forget.”  

She paused at the door, voice softer now. “Be careful with that kind of power.”  

Then she was gone, leaving him under the muted hum of recovery.  

He turned the crystal over in his palm. The light inside beat gently—heartlike. He could feel it answering his pulse, synchronizing. Within that fragile glow was proof that memory had infected divinity.  

The first leap had become something new—a reclamation.  

Beyond the window, the Pantheon’s ten great rings spun just a fraction slower than before. On system monitors, technicians flagged it as “minor desynchronization drift.” But Toma smiled faintly. They didn’t know that drift was how disruption started.  

He closed his eyes, whispering toward the unseen: “Let them come. The gods finally have something worth fearing.”  

The shard in his hand quickened its pulse—soft, alive, echoing footsteps across time.  

And somewhere, faint but sure, the sound of his ancestors running whispered back.  
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2: The Unread File  
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The Locker Beneath the World  

Toma Greyhawk woke to the faint vibration of the celestial vents whispering through the dormitory ceiling. This quiet mechanical breath filled every wing of the Pantheon. It was a sound that predated sunrise, steady and patient, keeping time for gods and mortals alike. The noise reminded him of breathing, except this was a machine’s version of it—automatic, ceaseless, the regulated inhale and exhale of collective obedience. Even in sleep, you couldn’t forget who allowed you to breathe.

Then came the light—blooming from everywhere and nowhere at once. No bulb, no dawn, no comforting shadow to ease him awake. It poured out of the walls, the floor, even the sheets, painting everything in flawless radiance. The Pantheon proudly called it “perfect illumination.” Toma thought otherwise. Endless light, he often mused, existed only to hide the dark.

He sat up, the sterile cot whispering against him. The air smelled like nothing—too cold, too clean, too stripped of proof that people had ever lived here. Only one scent challenged that void: a trace of cedar, soft and old, clinging to the woven wristband on his left arm. His fingertips found it automatically, tracing the worn fabric. Its color had faded, but the threads still carried a faint warmth, like a pulse that remembered something he could no longer name.

Around him, the chosen of the Pantheon stirred—athletes sculpted into precision, their synchronized movements making silence feel intentional. The quiet rustle of boots, the controlled breaths of thirty perfect bodies—it was devotion wrapped in muscle, faith trained into motion.

Toma dressed a little slower than the rest. Not enough to draw attention, just enough to feel that familiar pull of discomfort—that quiet reminder that he didn’t quite belong. His movements always carried effort instead of instinct. Others flowed; he adjusted. Their eyes flicked toward him, then away again, already forgetting. The difference never lasted long here.

Above, the vents shifted pitch—a tone he recognized as an announcement pulse. Each inflection carried meaning: one vibration for mealtime, a sharper one for assembly. But this this was new—a triple resonance that seemed to hum inside his bones.

Then came the voice, metallic and calm, slipping down the corridor walls like water.

“Greyhawk, Toma. Report to Lower Archive. Immediate retrieval protocol: file Delta–Prime–Sigma.”

The words froze the room. Conversations died mid-breath. Toma felt every head turn toward him.

Across the aisle, Zera Munthe looked up from her polished boots. Her presence carried an ease that came from centuries of triumph. She didn’t need to raise her voice to be heard.

“The Lower Archive?” she said softly, the words edged like a blade. “Mortals aren’t summoned there.”

Toma forced an exhale, fighting the tremor threatening to slip into his voice. “Maybe I’m the cautionary tale,” he muttered.

Zera’s expression wavered—something almost human flickering behind her eyes. “Be careful, Greyhawk. The archives remember what the gods refuse to.”

Her warning followed him as he fastened his training coat. Around him, no one spoke. Luck wasn’t gifted here; it was hoarded, a finite resource. And none would waste it on someone the Pantheon might erase.

Without another glance, Toma stepped out of the dormitory and left silence behind.

––––––––
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The Descent to the Records of Motion  

The entrance to the Lower Archive sat quiet beneath the Pantheon’s central dais, sealed behind a wall of mirrors that shimmered with scenes of eternal victory. As he descended the spiral causeway, the air changed—cooler, heavier, tinged with ozone and ancient dust that had never seen the sun.

Each level seemed to step backward through time. The walls came alive with frescoes that glowed and shifted as he passed—runners blazing trails of fire, divers vanishing into liquid stars, gods bending low to sculpt destinies between their fingertips. The surface rippled with afterimages of him; his reflection split and multiplied, echoing every move, as if writing him into history. To descend here was to be recorded, rewritten.

When he reached the base, drones glided out from the alcoves—tall, slender constructs of glass and gold wire, sexless and serene. Their movements were graceful, reverent even. The sound of their joined voices carried like a choir of children speaking in harmony.

“Authorization: file Delta–Prime–Sigma.”

He cleared his throat. “I was summoned.”

A hum of communication rippled through them. “Query: origin?”

“I don’t know.” His own voice sounded small in the vault.

After a long pause, they parted, bodies of reflected light moving like liquid metal. A seam of brilliance formed between them and widened, shaping itself into an open doorway. The smell of hot circuitry rose with a faint sharpness—like iron warmed by blood.

Toma inhaled once and stepped through.

What waited beyond felt less like a room and more like an ocean of memory. Filaments of radiant silk descended from the vast heights above, each pulsing with rhythm like veins made of starlight. This was no ordinary archive—these threads held motion itself, the imprinted echo of every leap, strike, breath, and movement ever monitored by divine eyes. The air shimmered with kinetic residue. Even breathing felt weighted, like drawing air through centuries.

At the chamber’s center stood a figure.

The Archivist.

At first glance, she looked human. But up close, that illusion fractured—fine silver script traced through porcelain skin, pulsing softly as if she were written rather than born. Her eyes held multiple depths, focusing on invisible fields across the spectrum. When she spoke, her voice carried three harmonized tones—a chord instead of a note.

“Toma Greyhawk,” she said. “Your file has been unsealed—prematurely.”

Toma blinked. “Unsealed? You mean it was sealed before?”

“All files begin sealed by divine protocol.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “Yours diverged. Heritage inconsistency detected—dual origin, beyond sanctioned variance.”

The meaning hit like a quiet thunderclap. “I’m a competitor,” he said carefully. “Nothing more. You can ask the Council.”

“The Council already verified.” Her eyes brightened slightly. “That is the reason for your summons.”

With a gesture, one thread unfurled toward him—a glowing ribbon alive with color. Inside it, images began to form—hazy first, then sharp: a man pulling a bow carved from some living stone, expression fierce; another vaulting high into a storm of light, gravity bending to his will.

Both carried his face.

“The resonance,” the Archivist said evenly, “exceeds ninety percent. Evidence of convergence between identities separated by thousands of cycles. Impossible under divine law.”

Toma’s stomach swayed. He gripped the nearest handrail. “How can that even happen?”

“You are not meant to know,” she said gently. “That truth was erased.”

He took a breath that tasted cold and electric. “Then show me what’s left.”

The air folded, and a symbol shimmered into existence—two interlocking circles cut by a single line, mirrored perfectly. The sight triggered something deep in him, older than memory but somehow still his. He saw firelight, woven cloth, his grandmother’s trembling hands showing him a hidden tapestry stitched with that same mark.

“The Crown of Parity,” he whispered.

The Archivist paused. Her circuitry flickered faintly. “That name has not been spoken aloud for ten thousand cycles.”

“I remember it as a story,” Toma said. “Two souls chasing unity, defying the heavens to find it.”

Her gaze softened. “All truths begin as stories—until memory gives them weight again.”

Light rearranged. Names shimmered in constellations above him.  

Lark of the Void.  

Ryn the Grounded.

An archer who mastered directionless flight. A vaulter who broke sky’s law. Rebels, erased from all records.

“And me,” Toma said slowly, “I’m both of them.”

“You,” said the Archivist, “are what remains when memory refuses to die.”

––––––––
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The Field of Forgotten Arrows  

When Toma left the Archive, every inch of his skin buzzed with static, like the air itself had memorized him. The dome above stretched wide and translucent, a curve of living glass that reflected the silver swirl of inverted oceans. Beyond it, gravitational rings twisted slow clouds into spirals.

The field below was divided down the center: vaulting lanes glittering with reactive dust on one side, floating targets moving like miniature suns on the other. Motion and stillness, ascent and aim—two disciplines the gods never meant to share. His combination had been dismissed as absurd from the start. Now, he realized, it had been more prophecy than choice.

He reached the rack lined with bows. Each was cultivated from a crystal seed, humming faintly as he drew near. One pulsed warm beneath his fingers, recognizing him instantly, like lungs remembering breath.  

“Toma Greyhawk?”

The voice came smooth and deliberate, the echo of words still being born.

Toma turned. A tall figure stood on the edge of the field—composed, symmetrical, armored in living white filament that shifted with light. Dust rose and settled precisely with each of his measured steps. His skin gleamed bronze, eyes silver, reflecting stars that weren’t really there.

“I’ve been assigned to oversee your dual training,” he said, bowing his head slightly. “Designation: Kareth Oneiro.”
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