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Acadia—the last human city, a fact every citizen was told from birth. Over two hundred years of war, and yet the Eight Gates still stood, scarred from battle, but unbroken, much like the people living behind them. The massive steel doors looked ominous and foreboding amidst perpetually gray days, standing as a reminder of the death and destruction that lay beyond. 

Cojax stared over the defensive ramparts, his eyes barely seeing over the bottom of the wall. He was only in his tenth year—still a Dependent, still a net drain on the city’s resources, but that would change soon enough.

This morning he had found himself with more free time than normal, as his schooling was let out early after the exhaustive yearly exams had concluded. He had passed, as always, as was expected from the son of a Numberless. This would be the last year of his secular study, of researching and learning about the histories and cultures of the past—where they went wrong, how democracies formed and fell, and how Acadia removed all inequities and rot from the past.

A breeze picked up, whipping through his black hair, carrying the sounds of the dead land toward him. It was a stoic sight, the land covered in gray dirt and ash, the battlefield of his people. It had once been a rich field for crops, now turned crimson clay with the mix of the blood of his people and them.

“There you are,” a voice said from behind. “I’ve been up and down all four hundred stairs looking for you.”

Cojax turned, pretended not to be startled. It was Finn, a triplet and one of his best friends.

“Are we even supposed to be here? At the Wall?” Finn asked. “I don’t want to have to endure another tongue clamping.”

Cojax smiled, a cocky grin spreading across his lips. “If we aren’t, I would’ve gotten in trouble half an hour ago. Besides, tongue clamping is only used when you speak in public to someone of the Tiers before you’ve earned the right. But where’ve you been? Where’s Brutus and Hadrian?”

“They were waiting to see if we got in trouble first,” Finn said. “You know Hadrian would never venture here if there was the slightest chance it was against the rules.”

Cojax rolled his eyes, pretending to be more confident than he really was. “What a bunch of Placard-polishers.”

No one had expressly told him he could not go to the Wall, and he had heard about plenty of Dependents from other Factions stopping by. The Hellion Faction practically encouraged their Dependents to spend any free time on the Wall and the Prolits often used their young as unofficial spotters.

“And what about the Roaches?” Finn asked. “You’re not worried about them?”

Cojax laughed. “The Roaches? Look around, Finn. We’ve got at least a hundred Validated within fifty yards of us, even more in the levels below.” Despite these words, Cojax had rarely taken his eyes off the Killing Fields, and the holes just beyond—the place where the Roaches lived, bred, and feasted on Human flesh. They had both listened to more than one scarred Acadian’s tale about the Roaches’ uncanny ability to appear where they were not expected, and strike with a power they should not have possessed.

As if responding to his friend’s words, Finn looked around, studying the Acadian defenses. They were at the top of a massive wall, one that encircled the entire city—creating a clear line between Humans and the creatures. The Wall was more function than form, standing over one hundred feet and half as wide. It was a peeling gray, made from an advanced form of concrete. On it stood the Validated—the defenders of the city, those that had descended into the Mahghetto and come out again to join the Tiers.

Finn was not fooled—Cojax’s words were more bluster than boldness. But he did not call his friend out on it, as Brutus would have, nor did he lecture Cojax as Hadrian would have been apt to do. Instead, he nodded and joined his friend’s side, scanning the dead land.

“Have you seen...any?”

“Nah,” Cojax answered, his voice solemn.

As they spoke, two Validated walked past them, Blazers on their backs, Arc Blades at their sides. Despite himself, Cojax watched them out of the corner of his eye, a new wariness settling over him. Their helmets were fashioned after the ancient Greek Corinthian style, complete with a raised crest—a prominent, metallic mohawk that ran from the front of the helmet to the back. But these were no ordinary helmets. The surface was sleek and reflective, the color of bronze coupled with an opaque lens over the eyes. As the two Validated moved, the visors on their helmets flickered momentarily, displaying holographic data in the form of scrolling text and shifting maps, a quiet reminder that these warriors were no mere fighters—

What fascinated Cojax most were the glowing circuits that snaked across the armor, like amber veins pulsing with energy beneath the surface. The armor was clearly not only built for physical defense but also enhanced the wearer. It adapted, shifting and reacting to threats in real-time. As one of the Validated approached the Wall, a subtle blue glow emanated from his chest, momentarily illuminating the darkness before fading back into his form, the pulse monitor syncing with the Wall’s sensors.

Their weapons—Arc Blades—were far more advanced than any conventional sword. The weapons shimmered with energy, their plasma edges crackling with intensity when charged. Cojax had heard stories about their ability to cut through steel like butter, and the way they hummed with power made his heart race. A combination of ancient craftsmanship and cutting-edge tech, the Arc Blades were deadly tools forged not only for battle but for survival in a world that had long left humanity behind.

Near the center of their right breast was perhaps the most important thing of all—their Sacred Score. It was visible on a small screen and clearly indicated their Tier and how they ranked within it. In a city of ten million Validated, this small interface made it possible to know exactly where and how one stood in the rankings—how much value they provided to society, to Acadia, to the defense of their city.

The warriors walked on, their bronze armored forms becoming silhouettes against the light-streaked horizon. Cojax and Finn exchanged a look—an unspoken acknowledgment of the world they lived in, and the forces that governed it. There were more Validated sprinkled in twos and fours near them, each set about different tasks, all of them moving with purpose and pride. Not far from where they stood was a large circular ball known as a Gouger. It was a versatile fixture, being able to move where needed and anchoring into the wall once it arrived. Mounted into the side of it were four large Gouger cannons. A Validated was inside, his presence barely seen through the clear ports at the front and back.

“Do you think we’ll ever get to wear Static Armor?” Finn whispered, nodding toward the disappearing warriors, awe evident in his voice.

“Of course, when we’re older... when we’re Validated,” Cojax replied, though his tone was more uncertain than he meant to sound. The weight of the armor—the responsibility it carried—was not something that could be earned easily. And in a city built on the foundation of perfect merit, only the Validated, a member of the Tiers, would be allowed to wear it. Cojax couldn’t help but feel a mix of envy and fear. The Roaches, with their insidious strength, the Killing Fields, the blood of his people stained across the land—it was all too much to take in.

And then the Horns of Acadia blew, sending a palpable tension through the air.
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They had come.

Finn and Cojax exchanged a poignant look, their minds racing. They both knew what this meant even though neither of them had heard it this close before. The sound was cast from hidden speakers and echoed from the Wall, bouncing off the Corinthian-style buildings made of concrete and sometimes faced with marble.

“Let’s get out of here,” Finn said, pure panic in his voice.

“Wait,” Cojax said simply, his mind too occupied for more words. The Horn of Acadia was a call to arms—a call to battle. An invading force had been spotted somewhere along the Wall, and defenders were responding en masse.

“Come on, Cojax!” Finn said, his voice somehow even more urgent. “You’ve had your fun.”

“Wait,” he repeated, his voice so low it was almost carried away in the sound of the assembling warriors. Finn turned around, surprised at the gathering Validated behind him. It had been only mere moments, but already thirty of them had appeared, lining up on the Wall in perfect formation, their armor and weapons streaking with the occasional flash of light—hinting at the shields that protected them. The Wall was so wide it could easily accommodate forty warriors standing front to back, and it would not be much longer before the space was filled—blocking the two young friends from an easy retreat.

Finn gave it one last try. “Cojax, I’m leaving with or without you.” He pulled at his friend’s arm, but Cojax remained firm, unable to take his eyes from the Killing Field. Finn gave one last desperate tug before giving up completely and fleeing back down the hundreds of stairs that were set in the interior of the Wall.

Cojax was transfixed, his mind taking in the horrific sight. For over two hundred years these creatures had attempted to wipe them out, but they had failed—but perhaps today would be the day that all changed, the day they breached the Wall and flooded through the streets in a wave of carapace and mandibles, turning all to blood and broken bone.

Since the age of six, he’d collected Roach trading cards—each one a glossy window into the enemy’s anatomy, strengths, weaknesses, and the strange quirks that set one variant apart from another. His collection was the largest of any that he knew by a large margin, having spent every point he ever earned on them. His mind had been obsessed with the beasts—their sheer size, their individual strengths, and their brutal appendages, each one clinically designed for a single purpose: to kill Acadians, to wipe out the last vestiges of humanity. 

But it was one thing seeing a SataniKahn on a playing card, it was something else entirely to see it with your own eyes. Despite the distance, Cojax could pick out the large beasts, their sheer bulk highlighted among the swarming creatures. They stood out among the black carapace, like siege towers of old, their dozens of dagger-like limbs sticking out at odd and asymmetrical locations. They were marbled black and white, their eyes eerily devoid of pupils. Around them, even though Cojax could not see them clearly, were the Reevers, the backbone of the Roach forces. What they lacked in size they made up for in quantity. He knew well that there were dozens of different types, some that exploded upon death while others were covered in thorns that could be shot free from their bodies, but by far the most numerous were the Reever Subjugators, a minor class creature with pincers so strong they could snip through a beam of iron. When they moved, their dozen legs would rub against each other, creating an eerie sound akin to a pair of rusty scissors being opened and closed rapidly.

Despite the distance, Cojax could hear the sound. “It’s true. It’s all true...” Though he hadn’t earned the right to watch the CityScreens, he still knew the creatures were real, knew the danger they posed to Acadia. Yet doubt lingered. He was skeptical by nature, and some part of him always wondered if the threat of the Roaches was merely a lie—another tactic to force obedience. But now that it was all before him, it was undeniable. The creatures existed—and there was no doubt as to their intent.

The air began to hum as HoverBuckets and CargoLifters passed overhead, each carrying dozens of Validated. The vehicles flew in droves, like swarms of locusts, bursting at the seams with bodies and blades. Twenty yards from the wall, they landed in a flash of dirt and debris, Validated spilling from them with a dire urgency. Within a minute, tens of thousands of Acadians were lining up outside the Wall in exact, boxy formations with incredible efficiency.

“Why do they form outside the Wall?” Cojax thought, stunned by the sudden change on the battlefield. “Why not just hold the Wall?”

It didn’t take long for the Acadians on the ground to transform into a hundred independent Phalanx formations, their lines perfectly aligned with near mechanical precision. They formed a sweeping "V" shape, each column angled just behind the center, which surged slightly ahead like the tip of a spear. Yet it wasn’t the formation itself that stunned Cojax—it was how it emerged. No shouted orders. No barked commands. Just silence. Somehow, the commanding Omega had relayed every position with flawless clarity, as if the warriors were linked by instinct. Cojax had always known his people were born for war, forged by battle—but witnessing this unity, this wordless synchronicity, was something else entirely. 

Then the battle began.

The Validated opened with a thunderous barrage—blistering volleys launched from the Blazers they had pulled from their backs, while the Gougers stationed along the Wall rained death from above. In response, the Roaches surged forward, overtaken by a sudden, savage frenzy. The black tide of carapace came alive, seething and writhing—creatures crazed with bloodlust, desperate to tear into human flesh.

When the two sides collided, the air detonated with light and sound. Explosions flared. Metal screamed. The earth shook from the sheer violence of the clash. Cojax flinched, instinctively stepping back as the ground shuddered beneath him.

At the vanguard stood the SataniKahns—towering beasts with massive limbs that outpaced the smaller Roaches. They hit the Acadian lines like living battering rams, their hooked mandibles cleaving into the Acadians’ collective shields with merciless force. It was a brutal, grinding assault.

Cojax stood unmoving, eyes locked on the chaos before him. Time slipped away, unmeasured and irrelevant. Still, the Acadians held. Their compact Phalanx formations—smaller than the enemy, but disciplined and unyielding—pushed back with ferocious precision, holding the line.

But then—something shifted.

A fracture rippled through the front ranks of the Validated. At first, a few fell. Then a dozen. Then more. The unity of their collective shields had shattered, and now they were each on their own. The Roaches pressed in, sensing the break. Sensing the kill.

Cojax grimaced as the glory of battle dissolved into raw, unfiltered chaos. What had moments before felt like righteous triumph now reeked of blood and ruin. From his vantage point, the carnage was almost unreal—limbs torn, steel shrieking against chitin, the earth itself seeming to cry out beneath the slaughter. A sudden surge of nausea overwhelmed him, his mouth pooling with saliva. He lurched forward, ready to vomit—

—when the wall beside him exploded.

Something the size of a boulder slammed into the stonework with a thunderous crack. It twitched. Twisted. A tangle of serrated limbs unfolded from its body, its spine bent grotesquely at unnatural angles. Cojax froze. His brain refused to comprehend the nightmare that writhed before him.

Then another landed beside it.

This one had a gaping maw that stretched from cheek to cheek, lined with fangs slick with acidic drool. Each drop sizzled on the stone, carving through it like molten metal. These things—whatever they were—had hurled themselves onto the Wall by violently dislocating their spines, turning the whip-crack recoil into biomechanical propulsion.

In seconds, the creatures were everywhere.

Dozens rained down from the sky like a plague, crashing into the ramparts with bone-crunching force. Their limbs flailed, slicing through steel and flesh alike. One turned to him, its gaze devoid of reason, only hunger. In that moment, Cojax knew he was only a breath from death. 

Then—light.

In a flash, Arc Blades cleaved through the air, Arc Spears found their mark. The Validated had arrived. Their weapons lit the air with arcs of energy, carving black trails through the creatures’ armored hides. One beast screamed—a sound like tearing metal—and toppled back off the Wall, its ichor spraying in a steaming arc.

Cojax snapped back to life, adrenaline flooding his veins. He turned to flee—too late. A clawed limb swung down and grazed his head, knocking him off balance. He crashed hard onto the stone, the breath blasted from his lungs. Another creature barreled into him, but he rolled instinctively, squeezing himself into a narrow crevice between a ruined Gouger and the rear parapet. Just enough space for one terrified boy.

He curled into himself, hands clamped over his ears, eyes slammed shut, trying to block out the screams, the screeches, the dying. Urine stained the front of his pants. 

The Wall shook. Another wave crashed against it. The Acadians fought bravely, but they were being overrun. At one point, something enormous struck the Gouger above Cojax’s head. It broke free with a metallic groan and tumbled off the parapet, disappearing into the city below like a falling star. Cojax didn’t see it. He was too busy praying the monsters wouldn’t find him next.

Hours passed. Cojax did not move, hardly daring to breathe, hovering above the pool of vomit that collected under his chin. Slowly, the sounds subsided, the battle noises grew distant and died. Still, he hid, fearful it was some sort of trap.

When Cojax finally crawled from his hiding place, the world had changed.

Smoke drifted through the air like ghostly veils. The sharp scent of burning flesh and ozone filled his lungs. All around him, the Wall had become a graveyard. Shattered stone. Spilled ichor. Torn banners. Blood.

A Validated lay just a few spans away. The man’s armor had been split open at the chest, his polished plating peeled back like tin, exposing a deep, mortal wound. Yet his eyes—his eyes still held the horizon. Wide. Unblinking. Cojax froze, thinking him dead, until he noticed the faint rise and fall of the man’s chest. Shallow. Strained. But breathing.

And somehow—the dying man was calm. No moans. No pleading. No desperate reaching. Just silence. The soldier stared into the distance as if he could still see some far-off shore beyond the blood and smoke. Then came a final breath—thin and rasping—and he was still.

Cojax knelt beside him, unable to look away. He felt a sudden, sharp ache behind his eyes, a pressure he couldn’t name. He hadn’t known the man. Didn’t even know his name. But at that moment, it didn’t matter. He felt a wrenching pity for the man—for the family he was leaving behind.

All around, bodies were strewn like discarded puppets—Roaches cut in half, their limbs twitching in the last echoes of nerve-fire; Validated warriors broken, their weapons still clutched in death grips, their faces still etched with emotion. Some still lived—barely. The dying gasped, choked, reached for comrades who would never rise again.

Cojax staggered to his feet, alone among the wreckage. Whatever glory had existed in the beginning, it had died here—gutted on the Wall, buried beneath bodies and silence. He had no sense of time. He didn’t know how many hours he’d stood there, mind blank, lost in the void. Eventually, a single thought drifted through: they had won. The Wall was theirs again. The invaders had been driven back. The attackers had managed to seize a narrow stretch of the ramparts for a few hours—no more than two hundred yards in either direction from where Cojax stood.

Other Validated began to emerge, moving with grim efficiency. Some arrived aboard CargoLifters—massive freighters that descended with a mechanical whine, their undersides lined with magnetic harnesses. The twisted bodies of Roaches were strapped down, their broken carapaces lashed in place before being hauled back over the Wall—returned to the wasteland from which they came, like cursed offerings thrown back into the abyss.

The fallen Validated were handled differently.

Their bodies were lifted with care, but without ceremony, placed onto the backs of Rovers—sleek aerial vehicles with exposed cargo beds. The dead were flown away, toward the Trinity.

No one ever said where.

No rites. No final words. No monuments etched with names. They simply vanished—swallowed by the Trinity. The wounded were treated by the Medicus, their value restored so they could return to duty. 

His body retched but nothing came up. He had lost the contents of his stomach long before. He was largely ignored by the Validated who were busy at work. Occasionally, he was roughly pushed to the side if he got in the way. He felt sick, his mind going through the phases of Battle Shock, his head spinning, his stomach muscles tightening. He came close to retching again but was barely able to keep it at bay. Despite himself, he was drawn to the ramparts again, the place where he first spotted the Roaches. He had to see the aftermath, the devastation that was left behind. His mind needed to see what had become of the ranks of Validated. He had to see how his people had fared. Then he saw it and all breath left his lungs.

The losses were not as great as he had supposed. The Acadians had been pushed hard on the right flank, in the area just below him.

“The Roaches were trying to get close,” Cojax said as he reviewed the tactic. He was not the smartest Dependent; he did not have a photographic memory like Hadrian, nor did he receive top marks in his Earth studies, but where he proved talented was in his ability to analyze information. Given time, he could develop new solutions to old, persistent problems.

“They needed to get close enough so the launching creature could reach the Walls,” Cojax whispered. The tactic seemed odd, almost naïve. The Roaches had pushed hard, but eventually their flanks paid the price and they were enveloped by Validated from both sides, as evidenced by the mound of dead carapace in the area just in front of him. The tactic was costly and tens of thousands of Roaches paid the price.

“But why? Just so they could experiment with their new launching Roach? Just to see how effective they were?”

The more Cojax thought about it, the less it made sense. The logic unraveled as he scanned the battlefield, trying to piece together the fragments of a conclusion he didn’t yet understand.

That’s when he saw it.

Something was standing in the Killing Field, faintly moving amid the heaps of dead. It walked on two legs—like a Human—but wore no armor, carried no weapon. It was distant, barely more than a shadow against the haze, but Cojax’s eyes didn’t lie.

Then it vanished, swallowed by the low-lying fog.

A quarter-hour passed before a breeze stirred the mist, peeling it back like a curtain. The figure reappeared, small and strangely unthreatening. Too benign. Too out of place. It shuffled forward, arms clutched tightly to its chest, pausing every few paces as if exhausted.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t a Roach. But what was it?

Cojax waited for someone—anyone—to sound the alarm. Surely the Validated had seen it by now. He glanced left. Then right. No reaction. No movement. No raised voices. The soldiers were scanning for larger threats, watching the sky and the ridgelines beyond.

Then it struck him. “It’s too small. They’re looking past it. Why aren’t the sensors picking it up?” He should alert someone. “They need to know.” But he hesitated.

He hadn’t earned the right to speak in public. He was still an Innocent—unproven, unrecognized. And in Acadia, speaking without status brought punishments. Harsh ones.

Public humiliation on the CityScreens. Loss of water privileges. Reduced food selection. Solitary confinement. Public lashings. And worst of all—tongue clamping. Just the memory of the cold iron on his tongue made him recoil. But worse than any punishment was the thought of his father’s eyes—stern, disappointed.

Still, one voice echoed in his mind: “Cowardice is the greatest ill of all.”

He breathed deep.

“I might be disobedient,” he thought, “but I’m not a coward.”

Then—an idea.

“Who says I need to speak?”

He turned and approached a Validated stationed a few spans away—a tall, broad-shouldered woman in gleaming armor. He tapped her elbow. She turned sharply, expecting a fellow soldier. Instead, her gaze dropped to find Cojax.

Her mouth opened, a reprimand surely forming on her lips, but before she could speak, Cojax pointed toward the Killing Field. At first, she didn’t follow his gesture. But when he jabbed more urgently, her eyes narrowed, tracing the line of his finger.

And then she saw it.

Her expression changed in an instant. She lifted her hand to the side of her helmet and spoke rapidly into her Comm-Link, her voice tight, focused. Cojax couldn’t hear the words, but he could tell—things were about to change.

Then panic flushed through Cojax, his mind splitting into other possibilities. “Is this another attack?” 

It was not long before more Validated appeared on the Wall, all of them from the BloodBorne Faction, as indicated by the red symbol in the upper right of their Score Placard. Several of them pointed out the creature while they talked amongst themselves. Cojax felt a little encouraged by the fact that, like him, the warriors had no idea what this creature was. One of the guards triggered the call for battle, which sent a pulse into the right hand of every active Validated Acadian. It was not the highest alert, not like it had been only hours before, and so only those Factions closest to the gate were called.

Once again, the Wall began to swell with Validated.

Cojax’s eyes went wide, the horror he had faced returned all at once. He fled for the stairs, careful not to run into any Validated. This nightmare had just started to replay itself, and he wanted no part of it. When he finally reached the ground level, Validated were already in rank and file, their bronze armor reflecting the low-light from the sun, their shields raised and creating an impenetrable wall.

Cojax wished he could melt into the ground—slip between the cracks and vanish. Shame and dread gnawed at his insides. He knew he was in trouble; he just didn’t know how much.

Then he appeared.

“Attention! Numberless present!” came the cry.

It could have been Cojax’s salvation—or his damnation. Either way, it was too late to hide. The crowd shifted. Warriors parted like water before a prow, an unseen force pushing them aside. Helmets dipped. Hands snapped into salutes. Silence fell across the parade grounds.

He walked among them like a living myth.

A Numberless—one of the Fifty, a member of the Infinite Council. 

Towering nearly half a foot above the tallest soldier, his presence demanded attention. His armor gleamed obsidian—polished to a mirror sheen, etched with thin, amber-lit energy lines that pulsed like veins of living light. A blood-red cape flowed behind him, brushing the stone as he moved. His arms glowed with embedded sensory tech, illuminating the battle tattoos that wound like serpents up his thick limbs.

Titan.

Slayer of the Nartic—the twisted monster that had annihilated an entire Quorum at Devil’s Gate. Savior of North Crest Ridge. Defender of the Sacred Score. The Omega who stood firm for two days at the Eastern Concave—where blood fell like rain and the ground cracked from the weight of the fallen.

He was legend made flesh.

“Open the gate,” Titan commanded, his voice deep and resonant.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the ground groaned—a deep, subterranean growl, like some ancient beast awakening beneath their feet. A series of metallic clangs echoed outward as massive gears locked into motion. The great gate shuddered, then began to part, slowly and powerfully. A shaft of diffused light pierced the shaded grounds, widening with every mechanical breath, scattering the shadows. Wind roared through the opening, whipping up a funnel of dust and debris. It spiraled into the air, sweeping through the crowd like a judgment.

Cojax stood frozen, caught in the maelstrom of awe and fear.

Titan had come.

And everything was about to change.

Cojax was so distracted by the gate, he failed to notice the large figure now standing at his side.

“What are you doing here, boy?”

Cojax turned slowly, his stomach twisting into a knot. He recognized the voice instantly. It was a Numberless—a Numberless he knew all too well. Despite every effort, he couldn’t bring himself to meet the man’s eyes. Instead, he bowed low, pressing his fist to his chest.

“I’m sorry... Father.”

“Stay at my side,” Titan said, his voice low and thunderous. “Stray from it, and I’ll Rift you myself.”

Cojax knew full well that Innocents couldn’t legally be Rifted—but he also knew Titan never made idle threats. That warning was enough. He saluted and fell into step behind his father without a word. 

Titan strode toward the widening gate, his massive form cutting through the crowd like a blade through silk. The Numberless’ blood-red cloak snapped in the wind, briefly blotting out Cojax’s view.

When the gust subsided, he saw her.

A girl. No older than himself. She stood just past the threshold of the gate—thin, trembling, arms locked across her chest. Her clothes were threadbare and colorless, once white but now caked with ash and dirt. Her hair was red—not black and braided like the Acadian girls. Small brown freckles dotted her face, her nose slender, her limbs narrow and malnourished.

But her eyes—her eyes were the strangest of all.

“Blue?” Cojax blinked. “How is that possible?”

He wasn’t the only one who noticed. Murmurs sparked through the crowd like embers on dry kindling. Validated hands crept to hilts. Arc Blades flickered to life. Voices rose with mounting hysteria.

“Kill it before it evolves!”

“It’s a trap!”

“Cut it down!”

Then one soldier broke ranks and charged, Arc Blade blazing in a streak of light.

“Hold.” 

Titan hadn’t shouted. He hadn’t even raised his voice. But the effect was instant. The entire parade ground froze.

The Arc Blade-wielding soldier halted mid-lunge, muscles seizing with trained obedience, his weapon flickering down. Every pair of eyes turned.

Titan stepped forward, never looking at the girl.

“Stand down,” he said, voice deep and even. “That girl comes with me. Bound in Arc Cuffs. Escorted to the Trinity.”

A beat of silence.

Then came a voice—gravel-thick and defiant.

“No.”

Titan turned, jaw tightening as he locked eyes with the speaker.

“Atlas.”

The other Numberless stepped into view—broader than Titan by half a shoulder, his armor worn and battle-scarred. His dark hair was shaved at the sides, braided tightly down his back in the Screamer tradition. Faded tattoos and deep scars webbed his face, except for one: a fresh crescent curling around his right eye.

The voices fell so only Cojax could hear.

“This is my jurisdiction,” Titan said flatly. “My decision.”

“It stopped being your decision,” Atlas growled, “the moment that thing stepped onto Acadian soil.” He pointed a gauntleted finger at the girl beyond the gate. 

Titan shook his head once. “She’s a child.”

“She’s not one of us.”

“She walks on two legs. She carries no weapon. No armor. She’s human—and below the Age of Accountability. That makes her an Innocent.” Titan’s voice never rose, but its weight was unmistakable. “I’ve already alerted the Infinite Council. The choice isn’t ours anymore.”

“You’re hesitating,” Atlas snapped. “And that hesitation could doom this city.”

Titan stepped forward. His voice dropped to a growl.

“And your fear could do the same. Remember your Oath—we don’t kill Innocents. We’re not Roaches.”

Atlas’ eyes narrowed. “You’re blinded. Look at them.”

He gestured to the surrounding soldiers—still at attention, but restless. Hands near hilts. Visors twitching with uncertainty. “They smell weakness.”

Titan took another step—closer now, until the two men were a breath apart. “Then let them smell resolve.”

Atlas’ expression twisted. “This is a mistake.”

“This matter goes before the Fifty.”

“And if they make the wrong choice?” 

Titan didn’t flinch. “Then Acadia falls by its own hand,” he said softly, “not mine.”

“Alongside the god of merit, I also serve the god of necessity. Sometimes necessity outweighs the other—you know this. We all have blood on our hands, but sometimes necessity must dictate our actions.” 

Titan didn’t budge.

Atlas’ shoulders fell a fraction. He exhaled sharply, his composure slipping. His next words came low and bitter, thick with venom. “Her presence threatens all of Acadia. And your hesitation may have doomed us all.”
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Titan stood by the entrance, his gaze fixed on Atlas, who now paced the center of the gladiatorial pit like a caged predator. Rage burned behind the man’s eyes, his fists clenched so tightly the veins in his forearms stood out like cords of steel. Normally, Titan would have taken this conversation to the upper levels of the Trinity—into the sanctum of the Numberless, where strategy replaced spectacle. There, surrounded by training halls, tactical suites, and the statues of the fallen, cooler heads might have prevailed. But Atlas wasn’t in the mood for reason. He had murder on his mind. And Numberless weren’t easily talked down from blood.

Instead, they met where the others already were—beneath the vaulted arena, where cheers echoed like ancient thunder and violence was currency.

The stands were packed. Hundreds of First Tiers watched as one of their own units clashed with a legend. In the center of the pit stood Canik, the brute who had broken the Roach line at the Midnight Battle. He wielded a massive blade with casual menace, his every motion a display of calculated brutality. Across from him, three First Tiers shifted nervously. Their armor was battered, shields flickering near exhaustion. It was no longer a fight—it was a countdown.

Their Pulse Beacons, installed before the fight for safety, told the tale: red for danger, yellow for fading, green for strength. Canik’s beacon still pulsed green. His opponents were all somewhere in diminishing shades of yellow. The match would end as soon as their shields dipped below the twenty-percent threshold—but no one watching mistook this for mercy.

Titan raised his voice, smooth but commanding, the sound cutting through the din like a blade.

“All First Tiers—out.”

The effect was immediate. Canik halted mid-swing. The First Tiers backed away, breathless, relieved. Around the arena, from the spectating Numberless, a ripple of protest arose. It was considered bad form to interrupt a match—especially one this entertaining.

Titan stepped further into the light. His presence alone drew silence.

He was a mountain in motion—broad-chested, steady-footed, his shoulders squared like sculpted granite. Graying curls crowned his head, evoking an old-world emperor. His eyes were sharp, unreadable. There was no official commander among the Numberless, but Titan carried himself as if forged for it. He didn’t ask for authority. He was authority.

Atlas saw it too. And hated him for it.

In the stands, the crowd began to disperse, First Tiers retreating with disciplined silence, backs straight and eyes averted. None dared meet the gaze of the Numberless. These weren’t simply warriors—they were the gods of Acadia. They had shed their Sacred Score, transcended the merit scale, and carved their legacy into stone. Their likenesses stood immortal in the Hall of Statues—etched in marble, bronze, obsidian, or steel—witnesses to the glory of their ascension.

The crowd hadn’t gathered for bloodsport. They had come to observe greatness. To memorize every movement, every decision, and perhaps glimpse the blueprint of their own rise. But all they had truly witnessed was how thoroughly Canik dismantled his opponents. Blow by blow, the First Tiers were being methodically undone—and Canik wasn’t even trying.

Titan spoke again, his voice amplified through his armor’s built-in speakers. It boomed like the thunder of a god.

“All First Tiers—out.”

This time there was no hesitation. The three combatants bowed deeply before Canik, their feet stirring up clouds of sand as they withdrew. The watching First Tiers had already started to head out, but they quickened their pace—backs bent in reverence, their eyes on the ground as they filed out. Titan’s command had become divine decree.

From his side came a voice, old, worn, but confident.

“Sir, do you want me to cancel the summons of the First Tier High Order?” Byron asked. “I assumed, since we were meeting in the Pit, they would be involved.”

Titan turned, only now registering that Byron had been standing beside him. He had joined him at the Wall and remained at his side since.

Byron was the epitome of calculated excellence. His armor gleamed—a polished bronze hue with streaks of pale light coursing across it like frozen lightning, a unique palette given his place on the High Council of the BloodBorne. Typically, that color was utilized by the Armstrong Faction. In a city of ten million, his Placard read Four Hundred and Fifty—an extraordinary feat for a man of forty-two—well past his fighting prime. He hadn’t taken a Civil Union, had not raised children to earn subsidized points. Every digit in his Score had been earned the hard way. He had plateaued, however. The upper reaches of the Tiers were a competitive free-for-all—brutal and unrelenting. A few missteps, a single unproductive hour, and one could fall dozens of places overnight.

Titan knew Byron well. Knew the discipline that drove him. He slept four hours a night—if that. In the morning he ate quickly, trained, and volunteered to guard or fight at the Wall before sunrise. He continued on until exhaustion overcame him. Then, without rest, he worked in his Second Stewardship as an Administrator, wielding his mind with the same ruthless precision as his blade. He solved the problems the Numberless ignored. Kept the city turning. Protected its balance.

He had done much for Acadia and even more for the BloodBorne. He was still doing much.

But Titan knew, as all the Numberless did, he would never ascend. He would never join the Infinite Council. Never become one of them.

“How sad,” he mused.

The thought surprised him. Cold, abstract, but real. He shook it off.

“No,” he said at last. “Only the Infinite Council will attend. Lock the doors. Stand guard. Make sure we are not disturbed.”

He bowed low, his fist pressed against his chest in salute. The gesture was noble—more noble than he deserved. Then he turned, disappearing with the other First Tiers, his footsteps fading into the sand.

“What’s all this?” Canik rumbled, his voice a mixture of mockery and amusement. “Why are you spoiling all my fun, Titan? The great ruiner of all things thrilling and blood-soaked!”

The jab was lighthearted, part of the long-standing banter among the Numberless. But such levity was rare in front of the Validated. The Numberless were legends, not merely warriors. Their deeds were mythologized, their words repeated in training halls and documentaries. If a First Tier dared say anything so irreverent to any of the Fifty, their Score would crater so fast they might as well throw themselves into the Rift.

Titan didn’t respond. Not yet. A few First Tiers lingered near the exits, slow to disperse. And Titan—ever the disciple of protocol—held his silence. Where others saw rules, Titan saw religion. In a world where power shifted like sand, order was his last altar.

Instead, he stepped aside—and revealed the girl.

The shift in the room was immediate. The scent of musty clothes and sweat rose from her like smoke. She’d hidden so completely behind Titan’s frame that many hadn’t even noticed her presence. Now, stepping forward into view, she seemed to materialize from thin air—small, pale, and silent. It was as if Titan had conjured her from his cloak.

A hush fell across the Numberless.

Atlas took his moment. He moved forward, eyes burning with intent. Murder clung to his every motion.

But Titan was faster.

He stepped in front of her, a mountain of muscle and intent, his body a living blockade. Every line in his form radiated righteous defiance—the same indignant power that had made him both feared and respected across Acadia.

The great doors sealed behind them with a thunderous hiss, echoing like a final verdict.

Only the Infinite Council remained—thirty or so Numberless, silent as statues. The rest of their kind, over eight thousand strong, lay dormant in Crono-Stasis, entombed in the high sanctums of the Trinity. Suspended in steel and glass, their bodies locked beyond time, their minds in quiet vigil, waiting for the day Acadia would need gods again.

But these—these were the Awake. The Stewards of the present. The last living deities of a city built on merit and fear. They were called the Fifty, though their numbers rarely reached that. By law, they served fifteen full rotations before being granted the long slumber. Titan had already served sixteen. But with Atlas among their ranks, he could not afford to slumber in Crono-Stasis—not until the brute had learned some sort of control over his rage and lust for dominance. 

“She dies,” Atlas snarled, hand slipping to the hilt of his blade.

“And you with her,” Titan replied, voice like cold iron, mirroring the gesture.

A hush fell like a blade. Not fear—something older. Reverence. Two titans facing off was no scandal. It was sacred spectacle.

Akirian stepped forward.

“What is she?” she asked, her voice low and measured, though danger rippled beneath every syllable. Once, she had been called beautiful. Once, she had been a mother of eight. Once, she was a matron of the BloodLetters Faction. But all that was long buried. What remained was war-forged steel. Her face had become a battlefield of sinew and scar, her left brow split by a pale gash that had never healed. She was known to fight with an Arc Blade in one hand and a Blazer in the other. Her stare could freeze fire.

Titan held her gaze as the girl stood behind him, trembling, as if caught in the eye of a storm.

“She came through the Roach battleline,” Titan said. His voice was unamplified, yet every Numberless heard. “Somehow—somewhere—she walked through the breach at the Northern Crest.”

“She’s not Acadian,” Atlas snapped, voicing what they all were thinking.

“Not Acadian,” several murmured in disbelief.

“Impossible,” Akirian said flatly, stepping forward. Her eyes narrowed. She began to circle the girl slowly, like a predator unsure whether to strike.

The girl looked barely able to stand. Her face was so dirty her features blurred into shadow. She stood still, hands folded across her chest, her wet shirt clinging to her ribs. Her hands trembled—barely perceptible but constant.

“Blood and bile,” Akirian muttered. “How did she survive the Killing Fields?” Awe crept into her voice. “She’s pitiful. A splash of water could level her.” She stepped in and jabbed her finger into the girl’s side. The child winced but didn’t cry out. Akirian examined her bloodshot eyes.

“Dehydrated. Starved. Alive—but barely.” She knelt in the sand before her, still a head taller even when crouched. Her voice softened, if only by degrees. “What’s your name, girl?”

Silence.

“Your name?”

“She doesn’t understand us,” Titan said. “She speaks another tongue—English, maybe Spanish. Whatever it is, it isn’t Acadian.”

Akirian looked up sharply. “Then how did she survive?”

“That’s not the question,” came another voice—high, precise, philosophical.

Bacilian.

One of the few Numberless who regularly wore no armor, Bacilian stood with an old-fashioned book cradled in his hands. It looked antique, delicate. Only the Numberless were permitted such eccentricities. His presence was a quiet anomaly among gods built of bronze and fire.

“The question,” Bacilian continued, “is what do we do with her now? How many people saw her?”

“Thousands,” Titan replied.

“Then there is only one course of action,” Atlas said.

He drew his blade with ceremonial flair, the metal whispering death as it cleared its sheath. His eyes darkened, bloodlust boiling beneath the surface.

“She must die. Bag the body. Burn it in the incinerators. Her ashes will dishonor the dead they mix with, but they’ll be flushed out soon enough.”

“We are all human,” Akirian said, her voice sounding tired, as if this were part of an old argument she did not really want to get into at the moment.

“I agree with Atlas—for once,” Bacilian said. “I think that is the only way to prevent the rumors from spreading.”

“The damage is already done,” Akirian said. 

“The longer she is alive, the more damage she will do,” Atlas said.

“She’s just a little girl,” Akirian said. 

“What are you suggesting? We take her in, drain our resources, allow rumors to spread?”

“This is a city of ten million Validated,” Akirian said. “She can hardly eat more than a bird.”

“That’s not the point!” Atlas exploded. “This is something we have to contain, something we need to put an end to.”

The chamber erupted into argument, voices rising like the roar of an oncoming storm. The Numberless split into two camps—one favoring leniency, the other echoing Atlas’ call for execution. As the minutes passed, the scales tipped toward blood. Most sided with Atlas. The girl’s death seemed inevitable.

But before the vote could be cast, Titan raised a single hand.

The room fell silent.

Atlas spat, fury crawling up his spine. The gesture—so effortless—had stilled the gods of Acadia. And they’d listened. That infuriated him most of all.

Titan scanned the room, locking eyes with each of them. These were his brothers and sisters-in-arms. Every soul here had earned the unearnable. Each had climbed the endless mountain of Tiers, losing blood, kin, and sanity on the ascent. They were the Immortals of Acadia. The Infinite Council.

“All of us have suffered,” Titan began, his voice deliberate, raw. “Even those newly appointed bear scars that run deep. Each of us knows what we’ve been charged with. Each of us has stared down the Roaches and walked away burned.”

He paused, letting the silence fill with memory.

“We are the ones who descended into the Mahghetto and emerged again. We left brothers and sisters behind. We climbed, while they fell. And with every step, we lost—children, spouses, comrades. We carry that weight in silence.”

Atlas sneered. “What’s your point?”

Titan didn’t look at him. He spoke instead to the others.

“My point is that it has to mean something. Our pain. Our sacrifice. Our city was built atop the ashes of our grief, and it survives because of one sacred law: Merit before all. We are given only what we earn. That is the code by which Acadia lives and dies.”

He turned now, facing the girl.

“If we kill her, we betray everything we are. Everything we’ve bled for. Let her earn her place. Let her rise—or fall—as we did. Let her live and die by her own merit.”

For a breathless moment, no one spoke.

Then Canik stepped forward, lips curled in grudging admiration. “Valid point. Had I known you had such talent for oration, I wouldn’t have mocked you so much over these last few years.”

A ripple of dark chuckles followed.

“If we abandon the Sacred Score,” Bacilian stated thoughtfully, “we’re no better than the primitives we used to be. By deeds we rise; by entitlement we fall.”

“Merit before all,” the others intoned in solemn unison.

The room shifted. Heads nodded. The tide turned.

Atlas saw it—and tried one final time to regain control. “Merit is important, yes, but I serve a higher law—one of necessity. I became a Numberless not only by merit, but also in doing what needed to be done. We all have. We all are still. Are the lives of the Validated we send to the grave each battle any different? Are they less important than her?”

“She’s not Validated,” Akirian answered. “So, her life, by law, must be preserved.” 

Then something in Atlas snapped. With a growl, he charged. His blade arced through the air, a blur of vengeance aimed squarely at the girl’s neck.

Titan moved like lightning.

Sparks exploded as their weapons met mid-swing. In the next instant, Titan’s pommel slammed into Atlas’ face with a sickening crunch. A tooth flew free. Blood sprayed. Atlas staggered backward, stunned but still standing, blade twitching in his grip. His energy shields were up, but without a helmet, his face was unprotected, allowing Titan to capitalize on the weakness.  

He lunged again—but a voice cut through the chaos.

“Atlas. Blade down.” Akirian’s voice was sharp and cold. “The matter is settled. By merit, she will live or die.”

Atlas straightened, his lip split, blood trickling down his chin.

“Not if I kill her first,” he hissed.

Titan raised his blade and leveled it at Atlas’ throat. “If you so much as touch her, not even your Sacred Score will shield you from judgment. Merit before all. Defy that, and the Rift will swallow you whole.”

“She’s not Acadian,” Atlas snarled, voice low and venomous. “She’s an outsider. Her presence is a cancer. What happens when others see her? When they begin to question the Walls? The Killing Fields? Our entire foundation will crack beneath her footsteps. And you—Titan—you’ll have destroyed the very thing you claim to defend. Etch my words into a tablet of gold: she will be the death of all of us—”

“—Enough,” Canik interrupted. The humor had left his voice. “Sheath your blade—and your pride. Merit before all.”

“Merit before all,” several others echoed.

Atlas stood rigid for a moment, then hissed under his breath, “Dimmed fools.”

He turned away, stomping across the sand, the storm of his fury trailing in his wake. The doors hissed open as he vanished down the corridor.

All eyes followed him—until a soft gasp broke the tension.

Only Akirian saw the girl collapse.

She darted forward, moving with shocking grace. Her arms caught the child just before the girl hit the ground.

“Quick,” Akirian barked. “Summon the First Tiers. This girl needs a Medicus. Now.”
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These people were so clean. Unnaturally so. Their bronze-colored armor gleamed with a persistent sheen, their boots polished to a shine, their hallways sterile and bright. To Jessica, they looked like they’d never known dirt, never survived mud, blood, or hunger. As if disorder itself were a crime and cleanliness their religion.

She didn’t understand their language—but she recognized it. Deep, guttural, precise. She had heard it once, perhaps twice, whispered by strangers who wandered the outer roads long ago. But now, surrounded by it, the language felt like thunder made into speech. And for some reason she could not explain, it scraped at her nerves, made her feel trapped and alone. 

Everything since crossing the Wall had felt... dreamlike. Not peaceful, but dislocated. Like her mind was no longer inside her body, just hovering somewhere nearby, watching. The Light City—as the stories had called it—was real. The gates had opened. The rumors were true.

But none of the stories had prepared her for this.

These people weren’t just different—they were impossible. Taller than anyone she had ever seen. Thicker. Stronger. They walked with the confidence of creatures bred for war, their weapons surreal and legendary. For once, the old women in the village hadn’t exaggerated—they had undersold it.

And yet, for the first time in her short, war-ravaged life, Jessica felt something foreign spread through her body. It moved down her spine, into her arms, her fingers, all the way to her toes—a lightness, like exhaling after years of holding her breath. Muscles she didn’t know she had began to unclench. It almost felt like... peace.

She might have smiled. She thought she would have, had she not been so cold.

“It’s over,” she told herself. “The hunger, the pain, the hiding... it’s finally over.”

But it wasn’t.

Her illusion shattered the moment two of the giants began to argue. Their voices stayed low, but the intensity was impossible to miss. Jessica froze. One of them—a tattooed mountain draped in a black cape—pointed directly between her eyes. His hand alone looked large enough to crush her skull.

She didn’t flinch. She couldn’t. Her body had turned to ice.

They took her after that—led her gently with firm, unspoken command—into a flying machine unlike anything she had ever seen. Sleek, metallic, humming with quiet menace. She had seen machines like this once, in the distance, soaring over a battlefield while her people hid beneath a collapsed roof.

She had thought only the Roaches had machines like that.

Inside, the air was warmer, but not warm. She was placed near the back wall, alone, two soldiers flanking her like statues carved from iron. She shifted against the cold metal, realizing for the first time she was no longer walking freely. She was not a guest. She was a prisoner.

But she didn’t care.

Even if they were flying her to her death, she would go willingly. There was nowhere else left to run. Nowhere left to go.

That thought—simple and quiet—opened the door in her mind.

And he was there.

Blood.

Fire.

The screams.

His hand, reaching for her—and then gone.

Her village had burned in the night. The screaming had torn through the cold like knives. People had fled with nothing but their children on their backs and smoke in their lungs. And she, the smallest and the slowest, had hidden beneath the body of her older brother, his blood drying in her hair as the fire spread.

The memory gripped her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. She had thought the Light City would be salvation. But now, locked in silence between two giants, she wasn’t sure it would be anything more than a final ending.

For a few precious moments, when the gate first groaned open, her pain had vanished.

It was as if the weight had lifted from her chest and scattered on the wind. But now the memories returned, savage and sharp, carving her open from the inside. They came not like drifting clouds but like infection—spreading, multiplying, poisoning everything they touched. The memory of him—ripped from her side by one of the massive creatures—hit like a bolt of lightning to the chest. It sucked the air from her lungs, sent her heart hammering, and forced her to look down, to hide from the unbearable weight of it.

“I’m alone. There’s nothing left. Nothing left because they’re all dead. He is dead. I am alone.”

The words spiraled through her mind, tightening with each repetition. Every day they grew louder. More consuming. She had tried to outrun them with silence—holding still, breathing slow, pretending to vanish. Sometimes it worked. This time it didn’t. Her chest rose and fell with quick, sharp breaths, each one fueling her dread. Her head throbbed. Her vision blurred. Whether from dehydration, hunger, or sheer exhaustion, she didn’t know.

She didn’t cry.

She hadn’t cried in days.

Tears were water, and water was survival. Grief was a luxury for the well-fed.

Then came the lift—a gentle surge beneath her feet as the aircraft ascended into the sky. Jessica’s breath caught. Her gaze snapped to the window and locked there, unblinking, as the world below unfolded into a vision so immense it seemed unreal.

The city did not simply sprawl—it ascended, a living monument of light and order stretching to the edge of the horizon. Colossal columns crowned with ornate capitals rose like ivory sentinels above layered terraces, amphitheater-shaped plazas, and forums. Towering structures of alabaster white shimmered beneath the sun, their red-tiled roofs gleaming like a sea of rubies. Roads paved in synthetic stone wound through the city in elegant spirals, and a line of statues stretched from the massive Wall to the heart of the city.

It was Athens reborn—restored to perfection, then fused with a thousand years of technology.

Lines of blue and white light traced the contours of buildings and towers like the veins of a sleeping god. They pulsed with life, with power, whispering through the walls like digital breath. Holographic banners hovered over plazas. Translucent screens flickered with civic information. And above it all, the skies thrummed with movement—vehicles of every shape and speed weaving between spires and domes like birds in a storm of light.

She had never seen so many people—on foot, on balconies, in the air. They moved with mechanical grace, their armor glinting, their faces cold and unreadable. It was as if all of humanity had gathered within this one fortified world—and still, the city stretched beyond the curve of the earth.

Jessica didn’t know how to process what she was seeing. It was too big. Too perfect. Too impossible.

This wasn’t just a city.

It was civilization, perfected.

As the aircraft banked sharply, a shadow rose into view—massive, gleaming, and impossible.

Jessica’s breath caught in her throat.

It wasn’t a building. It was a monument. A statement. Three towering spires erupted from the earth, fusing at their base like the blades of a trident thrust into the heart of the city. The structure shimmered in the sun, throwing off rays like a polished weapon. It dominated the skyline—colder and more perfect than anything she had imagined. A skyscraping citadel of power and permanence.

This was the beacon she had seen from the outskirts. The shining promise that had kept her feet moving when her body had begged to collapse. It had pulled her across the Killing Fields like a lodestar, whispering of refuge, of survival. But now, up close, that promise felt hollow—cruel, even. The closer she came, the less it looked like sanctuary and the more it resembled judgment.

It didn’t look constructed. It looked forged—poured from molten silver into the shape of dominion. Seamless. Ageless. Unyielding. It gave off the feeling of a god at rest, waiting only to awaken and crush whatever stood beneath its gaze.

This was where they took her.

She would never forget the approach. The heat in her cheeks. The dizzying swirl of movement around her. People—tall, armored, inhumanly poised—gliding through their world with perfect efficiency. Their gazes snapped toward her as she passed. Their voices murmured in clipped syllables she couldn’t decipher, but she didn’t need translation. She felt their meaning in her bones. They were talking about her.

Some curious.

Some confused.

Some full of disdain.

One pointed.

Another scoffed.

Their eyes were sharp—calculating, emotionless, ancient. She stiffened, spine straight not from pride but necessity. Her shirt still clung to her back like a second skin, soaked through with sweat and putrid water. She tried to keep up, to match their stride, to disappear into herself. But each glance, each whisper, each step down the pristine metallic corridors chipped away at her. Her muscles grew heavy. Her limbs numbed. Her breath turned shallow.

She ended up in a sand arena so large it could have fit her whole village in it with room to spare. She stood for what felt like hours, her vision dimming, her muscles knotting in painful spirals, pleading for release.

And then—darkness.

She didn’t remember falling. Only waking.

The ceiling above her was sterile white. The light was too clean. The bed beneath her was stiff and foreign. Her skin had been scrubbed raw. Her hair, once matted and tangled, had been brushed and washed. She wore clothes she didn’t recognize—gray, soft, tight across her arms. She stared at herself, stunned. For a moment, she didn’t feel like herself.

Then she saw the metal cup beside the bed.

Water.

She lunged.

The first swallow hit her stomach like a fist. She drank again anyway, heedless of the spill that ran down her chin and soaked her shirt. She didn’t care. Her tongue rejoiced. Her throat unfurled. It wasn’t just water. It was proof she was alive.

Then she noticed the figure standing beside her.

A woman—tall, armored, and silent. Bronze-colored plates clung to her like a second skin, etched with faint lines of light that pulsed softly along the seams. A long sword rested at her side, not ornamental but practical, worn from use. Her face was youthful, but her eyes were not. They carried something hollow. Heavy. Like someone who had seen far too much and dared not speak of any of it.

Jessica would learn her name later—Halix’Dra.

The name alone felt like a weapon—strange and sharp, dangerous to say aloud. Jessica didn’t dare try. She simply nodded, unsure whether it was expected of her.

Halix’Dra didn’t speak. She only turned and gestured to the doorway. Jessica followed.

They descended by lift, deeper into the city’s underbelly—into the sub-levels. The brightness above faded, replaced by dim corridors of concrete, steel, and flickering panels. The tunnels hissed with artificial wind, but the air was thin, recycled, and somehow insufficient. It scraped against her lungs. No matter how deeply she breathed, she could never get enough.

She hated it instantly.

This was to be her new home.

The apartment was sparse but functional: a single bedroom, a kitchenette, a narrow dining nook, and a bathroom barely big enough to turn around in. Jessica was given a closet-turned-room, furnished with a thin sleeping mat and a blanket that smelled faintly of sterilization. It was the most comfort she had ever known.

And yet... something inside her twisted.

She was alive. She was safe. She had food. Water. Shelter. But somewhere deep inside her chest, a shadow curled—a pit that widened with every passing hour.

She couldn’t name it.

Only feel it.

And that was enough to make her uneasy.

There was something off about these people—something dark veiled beneath the splendor and brilliance of their world. Behind their gleaming armor and towering walls, a shadow lingered. It wasn’t in what they said or did, but in what they didn’t. Amid all the magnificence—the marble columns, the golden light, the seamless technology—there was an emptiness, a sterile disconnection. Like a perfect photograph where everything was captured except the soul of the subject. A beauty without warmth. A civilization without a face. An apartment tucked into a corridor of cement and chrome. But it was dry. Warm. Safe.

That was enough for now.

Halix’Dra said little, but she was not unkind. Not cruel. Just... detached. Her duties seemed more logistical than maternal. She pointed to where things were. Demonstrated the water system. Taught Jessica how to access rations from the chute. But she didn’t linger. Didn’t ask questions. Never smiled.

Some rules were obvious. Others were complicated but could be pieced together through tone, repetition, or a series of careful gestures. But there was one rule that stood above all the rest—unspoken in its importance, unmistakable in its enforcement.


The pin.



A small, metallic “X” affixed to every white uniform Jessica wore. It was given to her without explanation, fastened without ceremony—but it became the anchor of her existence. No one else in the city wore one. Not a single person. Just her.

She didn’t ask why. Not at first. Something in the silence that followed its placement told her she shouldn’t. Because this wasn’t a question. It was a warning. It wasn’t until much later that she discovered its meaning. The mark of the Aberration. A title that, in a city of over ten million, belonged to her alone.

Even with the strange stares and the colder corners of the city, her life had undeniably improved. She ate more in a single day than she once did in three. She had warm water—real water—with actual temperature controls. Her clothes were whole. Her skin had stopped cracking and bleeding.

But still, a pit formed in her chest, growing deeper with each passing day. She fought the loneliness. Fought the isolation. She even began to mistake Halix’Dra’s silence for comfort. For a time, it was enough.

Three months later, everything changed. 

One morning, Halix’Dra greeted her with a nod and a half-smile. The next, she didn’t leave her bed. No words. No acknowledgment. The woman who had once seemed carved from iron now looked hollow.

Grief clung to her like armor too heavy to bear.

Jessica first noticed it in Halix’Dra’s eyes—dull and distant, like someone who had already made peace with the end. Her movements grew sluggish. Her voice vanished. She moved like a ghost, waiting to be forgotten.

“What have I done?” Jessica thought, a piercing critical voice rang in her head. “What changed?” 

Then she noticed the Placard.

It was a small, rectangular screen mounted above Halix’Dra’s heart. Every Acadian over the age of sixteen wore one, embedded into their armor like a window into their soul. The number it displayed changed daily. Jessica didn’t understand what it meant. Not fully. But she knew it mattered.

She watched how often Halix’Dra scratched at it—like it itched. Like it burned. Like it condemned her. And every day, the number dropped. Not by much. A few digits here and there. But enough. Enough to matter. Enough, perhaps, to mean death.

Halix’Dra’s brief, friendly conversations disappeared. Her quiet efficiency turned into absolute neglect. She stopped polishing her armor. Stopped bathing. Stopped cleaning. Stopped eating.

Jessica tried to ignore it, to carry on as before. She kept up with her chores. She tidied the kitchen and scrubbed the bathroom, even if they were barely used. But as Halix’Dra deteriorated, Jessica took on more—dusting the lights, wiping the shelves, bringing food to her guardian’s door.

Each day, two bowls arrived through a chute. The food was bland but filling, and usually came with a flatbread or two. The larger was clearly for Halix’Dra, but after a few days, the portions changed. Jessica tried to give Halix’Dra the bowl with more food, but her guardian always chose the smaller one.

Then one morning, Jessica found her guardian sitting on the floor. Breathing. Blinking. But still as a statue. Her gaze locked onto a blank wall.

Jessica’s heart fractured.

They barely spoke. They barely interacted. But Jessica felt a quiet bond—a sense of debt. Halix’Dra had taken her in when no one else would. Given her food. Shelter. A place to exist.

Jessica whispered the only word she knew for “eat.” No response. She left the bowl and returned with another at lunch. Still no change. By dinner, all three bowls were untouched. Halix’Dra hadn’t moved.

Panic clawed at Jessica.

She approached cautiously, trying every word she knew. “I... find... friend... you... eat.” She waited for a response, but none came. “You eat... I find friend... you eat... I friend... you friend.”

Nothing.

Frustration boiled over. She shoved Halix’Dra’s chest. The woman toppled backwards, her body collapsing into a heap—but still, no movement.

Jessica cried—hot, silent tears soaking her cheeks. Then she ran. She sprinted into the corridor and grabbed the first passerby—a burned-faced man with broad shoulders. He shoved her aside. She tried again with a woman, but the woman gave her only a glance and kept walking.

Jessica ran home and collapsed onto her bed, her eyes watering her blanket until sleep took her. When she awoke, Halix’Dra was gone. Her clothes still hung in the closet. Her armor hung from the wall. The CityScreen still in the living room. The bowls were untouched. Nothing else had changed. It was as if she’d never existed.

An hour later, two towering warriors opened Jessica’s bedroom door. Silent and expressionless, they motioned for her to follow. Her cheeks still red and puffy, she obeyed.

They led her to a gray door with fresh paint. It opened to reveal a woman in brilliant, polished bronze-colored armor with angular features and eyes as sharp as daggers.

“Adrestas,” the woman said, pointing to herself.

Jessica blinked. No one in the Light City had ever introduced themselves to her. Certainly not someone who looked like Adrestas.

The woman repeated the name, this time slower. Jessica tried it. It came out wrong. She tried again. Adrestas gave a shrugging nod of approval.

Then she pointed at Jessica.

“Jessica,” the girl said.

It sounded strange to her ears. Like it didn’t belong to her anymore. But Adrestas said it back perfectly. Jessica smiled.

Adrestas didn’t smile in return. That day, Jessica began learning. And by nightfall, Halix’Dra’s memory had been buried beneath a pile of new words.

Adrestas was nothing like her predecessor. Fierce. Precise. Demanding. For the first time, Jessica became the center of someone’s attention. Language was the first priority. For hours a day, she practiced. Mispronunciations earned bruises. Adrestas wasn’t cruel—just clinical. Her punishments were methodical. Predictable. It wasn’t anger. It was education.

Jessica learned the cost of a mistake.

She began to stutter. Slight at first. Then worsening by week’s end. Some evenings, her eyes swelled shut from the beatings. But there was a strange comfort in the pattern—a brutal rhythm that made sense. After every severe beating came a reprieve. A day. Sometimes two. A strange reward for pain.

After three months, Jessica understood a fair portion of the language. Speaking was harder, slowed by her stutter, but she could follow conversations. Adrestas didn’t seem impressed.

Lessons expanded. History. Math. Biology. Psychology. Cleaning. Every surface in the apartment had to gleam. Clothes were pressed. Rooms spotless. There were no idle moments. Jessica welcomed it. The busier her hands, the quieter her mind. The harder the work, the further her memories receded. Pain kept her grounded in the now.

Then came the CityScreens. And with them, nightmares turned into reality. The battles were all streamed live, and it was mandatory for every child over the age of ten to watch. Each warrior’s armor deployed HoverCams from their upper backs—one to track their movements, capture their technique, and tally their kills or accomplishments. The other focused on how their Phalanx fared. 

There were no edits. No soothing narration. Just truth, vicious and brilliant, carved into high definition. The city didn’t just show the battles—it worshiped them. 

Jessica mostly watched the BloodBorne warriors—the faction she had been assigned to—but the City had the final say. When the fighting reached a fever pitch elsewhere, the feed would shift. Unannounced. Unfeeling.

She saw legends fall. Phalanxes shatter. Blood blur the HoverCam lenses like rain on glass. And in those images, she learned the truth: Acadia was not a sanctuary, it was a beacon of death.

The first time Adrestas forced her to watch, Jessica vomited on the floor. She was beaten for it. The second time, she kept her food down, but silent tears betrayed her. She was beaten again, though not as harshly. The third time, Adrestas didn’t need to push her in front of the screen.

She was on it.

Adrestas held the front line with brutal precision. In the shieldwall, she was untouchable—an unyielding pillar against the Roach tide. For a time, Jessica allowed herself to believe she might be invincible.

Then the formation broke.

A spearhead of Roaches surged through a weak point in the line, and Adrestas—separated and alone—began to falter. Her movements grew sluggish, her strikes imprecise. She fought on, but without the Phalanx around her, the difference was stark. She was no longer a warrior—just a woman, standing alone.

Jessica leaned closer to the screen, heart pounding.

That’s when it happened.

A Reever, massive and chittering, emerged from the periphery of the broadcast—so sudden it might as well have always been there. Adrestas tried to fight back, but her armor no longer glowed with power; it had lost its charge. Her limbs moved like they were underwater.


The Reever lunged.

Its mandibles closed.

Her leg came off clean.



Jessica screamed. The camera panned away.

Other BloodBorne rushed in, too late to stop the damage. When they lifted Adrestas from the battlefield, the blood beneath her shimmered like oil. The cameras panned away. Jessica watched, unmoving, a knot hardening in her chest. She wanted to ask what had happened—wanted to cry, to run, to fight—but there was no one to ask. So she waited faithfully by the door.

Five hours later, the door opened.

Adrestas rolled inside, her body supported by a metal frame set with four wheels—two large, the other two small. She was pale, her eyes hollow. Unable to help herself, Jessica rushed forward and wrapped her arms around the woman’s broken frame. This was strictly against Adrestas’ rules, but this one time, she did not resist.

They held each other in silence. When the hug ended, Jessica noticed a single tear tracking down Adrestas’ cheek. Jessica turned away, pretending to study the tile floor. She would not dishonor this brave woman. 

The next day, everything returned to routine—almost.

Jessica cooked, cleaned, studied, and drilled in language practice with Adrestas. But something was different. Her guardian, though still scarred and iron-backed in posture, softened. She no longer barked orders or struck Jessica when her speech faltered. The beatings were gone. The rebukes too.

And slowly, Jessica began to change. Her stutter faded. Her grasp of the Acadian tongue sharpened. She began to speak—not in fear, but in thought.

That’s when the number on Adrestas’ Placard began to fall.
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Jessica was quick to notice a change on Adrestas’ Placard. Large Acadian numbers were still foreign to her, but the smaller ones she had already learned and mastered. And the last two numbers continued to fall. First thirty points in one day, and then forty the next. Her Score was falling. 

Adrestas was Weighted—a term she had only heard in whispers and echoes. A term that felt more like a curse word too foul to be said out loud.

“What happens when her Score disappears completely?” Jessica thought. She wanted to give voice to the question, but each time she began to, she choked on her own words, afraid to hear the answer. “Perhaps retirement. Perhaps she will be moved to a place where war veterans are taken care of and honored for their service.” 

The city had abundance—that much was clear. They had enough food, energy, and shelter for millions. “They must have room for her too—for a war hero.” 

She knew Adrestas would soon be taken away, moved to a different part of the city, set up to live her days in modest comfort. In the following weeks, she would sometimes daydream about visiting Adrestas when she was older, when Jessica wore the armor of the Validated and had Roach wax on her blade. 

Three months later, that day arrived—the number on the Placard disappearing completely. 

Adrestas summoned Jessica to the main room.

Her guardian wasn’t wearing her armor. Jessica had almost never seen her without it. Stripped of the metallic bulk, she looked smaller somehow. Fragile. Like a drenched alley cat trying to keep its dignity.

She powered on the CityScreen with a voice command. Its screen lit the room in a cold, sterile glow.

Then, Adrestas turned to Jessica and pulled her close.

The embrace was tight and sudden. Jessica returned it without hesitation, burying her face into the older woman’s shoulder. She didn’t ask why—didn’t need to.

“Where...w-where are they t-taking you?” she finally whispered.

Adrestas pulled away, her voice calm. “No one escapes their fate, Jessica. We can only choose how to meet it. I’ve earned what’s coming. I was once of the First Tier. That grants me an Honorable Release.”

Jessica narrowed her eyes at the words. She had never heard the term before. “R-release? You... what d-does that mean?”

A soft smile broke across Adrestas’ face. “These last few months have been my best. And that’s because of you. But the moment has come.” She raised her hand to her chest in salute, bowing low—a gesture normally reserved for the Numberless.

Then she wheeled toward the door.

“W-wait,” Jessica said, reaching out.

But her guardian continued on until she was gone, the door shutting with finality behind her.

Thirty minutes later, the screen flickered to life.

Jessica stared at it, heart pounding. She knew. Deep in her gut, she knew.

It was happening now.

Adrestas was being sent out to the Killing Field.

“But that couldn’t be right.”

She had witnessed events like this before—dozens, maybe even hundreds of times. Every month, the city made room for the next generation, sending a group of people into the Killing Fields, often unarmed.

“But those were criminals,” Jessica told herself. That’s what she had always believed. “What else could they have been?”

She scoured her memories for something—anything—that Adrestas had said. Some condemnation. A warning. A label. But there was nothing. Not once had Adrestas called them traitors, criminals, or thieves. Jessica had never thought to ask. She hadn’t needed to. The assumption was easier to hold onto.

Believing they were wicked made it bearable to watch.

Because the alternative—that Acadia discarded its heroes as easily as it did its failures—was too monstrous to accept.

Adrestas couldn’t be one of them. She had fought for Acadia. Suffered for it. Bled for it.

Jessica had loved her.

And now the city was sending her to die.

On the screen, Jessica watched as the Released gathered at the North Gate, standing shoulder to shoulder in a tight formation. Their faces were void of emotion. Their clothing varied—reflections of the diverse Factions they once belonged to. This month’s group was smaller than usual—barely twenty. They ranged in age, though most looked to be in their late thirties or early forties. At the front stood two older men, both near fifty, their faces carved with the grit of war. And yet, despite their age, their bodies showed no sign of weakness. Jessica recognized them instantly—Validated warriors, famous for their mastery of the Arc Blade.

They were the only ones holding swords.

“Wait—no.” Jessica leaned closer. “Adrestas has a sword too!”

A third figure stood near the edge of the formation, supported by a white crutch. There she was, clad in a white uniform, her eyes fixed forward with burning focus. She looked larger than life on the screen—so fierce, so commanding that Jessica barely recognized her.

“She’s been granted... a sword,” Jessica whispered, her voice catching. “She’s been granted a sword!” This sudden revelation changed everything—she was going to be alright. 

To be granted a sword was an honor—reserved for only the most respected of the Released. All of them had lived with dignity; otherwise, they would have been Rifted, not Released. The Rifted simply disappeared, but the Released had one last chance for glory as they charged into the Killing Fields, their bravery put on display for the entire city to see.
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