
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Depths of Gold

        

        
        
          Pantheon: The Games of Titans, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Gregory Parrott

        

        
          Published by Mr Parrott, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE DEPTHS OF GOLD

    

    
      First edition. October 24, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Gregory Parrott.

    

    
    
      Written by Gregory Parrott.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedication 

To the silent warriors—those who find their purpose beneath the surface, far from the roar of the crowd.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"The water remembers what the body forgets." — The God of Isolation"To touch the deepest depth is to discover the greatest height." — Unattributed quote found carved into a starting block
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1: The First Plunge
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Myra's first trial and a glimpse of her silent strength.

The Selection

The gods of motion didn’t speak. They shimmered.  

Light fractured across the vast dome of the Pantheon’s inner sanctum, breaking into a thousand fleeting colors, catching on the bronze veins that coiled like living arteries through the ancient stone. The air itself carried a pulse—more felt than heard—a deep vibration that made the chamber feel alive, as though the walls themselves belonged to something breathing and eternal. It was a rhythm older than words, older than the first human gasp beneath the stars.  

Myra stood at the heart of the chamber, within the Selection Pool —a sphere of suspended water that hung impossibly in the air, clear as glass yet glowing from within, as though lit by some buried heartbeat. It neither spilled nor wavered. It simply floated, patient, serene, as if summoned into existence by thought alone. This was no ordinary artifact; it was said to be alive, a bridge between flesh and infinity, a crucible that tested every seeker who dared step inside.  

Her breath held itself still. Her heart did not.  

The pounding of her pulse filled the silence, loud as war drums in her chest. The faint murmurs from outside—the chanting acolytes, the metallic chime of bells—faded into nothing compared to the thunder inside her ribs. Every inhale, every exhale, felt like negotiation, a fragile pact with the silence enfolding her.  

💧  

The water, the elders said, chooses who it will hear.  

The pool was no mere vessel. It judged. It sifted. It's decided. It revealed itself only when it wished, to those who could quiet their thoughts long enough to bear the truth glowing at their core. When it found one worthy, it rippled to life, casting a glow like liquid gold.  

Myra remembered hearing those same stories as a child at her grandmother’s side. At the same time, the old priestess’s eyes held a glimmer of reverence. “The water knows your soul,” her grandmother had whispered. “Only those who’ve forged themselves in fire can coax it to sing.” At the time, Myra had rolled her eyes. And yet here she stood—every word now heavy as prophecy, every breath carrying the weight of an entire legacy, the gaze of her ancestors pressing into the thread of her heartbeat.  

At the edge of the sphere, the god Veyos—the Streamwalker—extended a finger. The water around Myra flared gold.  

Veyos was no god of flame or thunder, no wielder of raw destruction. He was motion itself—the river’s drift from source to sea, the eternal forward slip of time. He came clothed not in stone or tempest, but in ripples and glimmering light. When he touched her world, it was never with a roar, but with a ripple —a glint unwinding across the heavens.  

Now that an unseen finger pressed against the Pool. Droplets spun outward, each one a bead of golden fire, scattering halos across the faces of awestruck acolytes before vanishing into nothing.  

The light that rose inside Myra wasn’t just a shimmer—it was recognition. Resonance. Her own resolve had aligned with that eternal pulse, and the Pool had heard. The golden current sang through her veins like a promise.  

She had been chosen.  

The gods did not need words. They spoke in vibrations, in shiver and shimmer and the tilt of the air—all things that bypassed the ear to carve straight into the soul. And now, every acolyte bent or gasped or stilled as the truth unfolded before them: a girl from a river valley, who once chased minnows in shallow currents, now tethered irrevocably to divinity.  

I didn’t ask for this. But I’m not running.  

The thought steadied her, smoothed away the ragged edge of panic. She thought of the river she’d grown beside, how its water gleamed in the twilight, how her mother used to pause her weaving just to listen to it, as though its song held every answer. That same song ran through her now, fierce and undeniable, carrying her on.  

The Pool’s glow swelled, rippling out into ancient sigils that swam across its surface like constellations—symbols of balance, of cycles that never ceased. A low hum rose, not heard with ears but with marrow, an immense serenity curling through her. Myra felt the press of time itself: her past spilling into her present, her future unrolling before her like a river without end.  

Placing her hand on the Pool, she felt its strange coolness—neither water nor solid but alive, throbbing with energy. It pulsed in harmony with her touch, acknowledging her as its own. In that instant, she felt the promise of the Streamwalker: not command, but guidance, flowing constantly beside her.  

The acolytes bowed, quiet prayers spilling from their lips, a shimmer of awe in their eyes. And then the high priestess stepped forward, her robes aglow with the drifting gold. Her voice was low, resonant, almost as if the river itself were speaking.  

“By the will of Veyos the Streamwalker, we recognize the chosen. Myra of the River Veins, bearer of the golden pulse—step forward, and claim motion as your mantle.”  

A surge rushed through her like a waterfall, heavy and exhilarating, dizzying but strangely kind. Myra turned toward the presence that pressed around her like a tide. The golden current in her chest beat hard, steady, shining like it had always been there, waiting only for this recognition.  

She nodded. Her whisper barely left her lips, but it carried everywhere, as though the gods themselves amplified it: “I accept.”  

At that, the Pool shimmered into calm radiance, wrapping her in a halo of living light. The gods settled around the sanctum, quiet but vast, their choice made.  

For a breath, a heartbeat, the entire world narrowed itself into her body—the rhythm of her pulse, the glow of the Pool breathing in time with her, the certainty of something immense folding her into its current. She was conduit now, a thread of divine river streaming through human form.  

The rite was finished—but her story had only just begun.  

As she stepped from the Pool, golden light clung to her skin, following. Like a promise. Like a shadow of water that would never leave her. She knew then that she would have to learn the art of moving with the currents that now lived inside her: to guide them, bend with them, fight against them when she must. The gods would remain wordless, speaking instead in flux, in shifts of air, in every shimmer of movement that flowed around her life.  

And so Myra’s walk with the Streamwalker began—not with thunder, but with ripples. A journey inked not on parchment but in liquid light, each heartbeat another drop trembling across eternity. The water had tested her, found her steady enough to listen, and in return, it had offered its song.  

And that song would never stop.  

Descent into the Depths

The Depths of Gold weren’t a place you could point to on a map. They were something stranger, more elusive—a shimmering horizon that stretched beyond sight, pressing into bone and thought alike. To call them a cavern, or a river, or some glittering hoard was to mistake poetry for reality. The Aureline Order had always spoken of the Depths in whispers, never in plain words: “When the water is still, the gold is loud.” A saying that carried more warning than wisdom, reminding initiates that true treasure wasn’t what gleamed in the dark, but what was revealed in the one daring enough to drown searching for it. To enter the Depths was never about stepping through doors. It was slipping into a liquid veil—part memory, part molten metal—where every breath, every triumph, every forgotten failure lingered like a reflection in an unbroken mirror.  

They lowered Myra into the chamber, into that towering column of liquid memory that rose from black obsidian up to a ceiling of crystal. Light fractured there into trembling prisms so fine it seemed the room itself was straining to breathe. The column shimmered restlessly, its golden hues shifting from pale morning to ruddy dusk in an instant. When it brushed her skin, it was calm yet insistent, like an embrace that demanded answers. Somewhere deep inside it, a tolling bell reverberated, not in air but through water, through her bones—an ancient signal announcing the trial had begun.  

Every layer she passed through bore memories—not of water, but of people. Of champions. Of those who risked everything to descend. The first form to rise in the gold around her was Korrin the Unyielding. His legend was blunt granite, strength carried in silence, a will that time itself had never dented. As Myra sank through his presence, the water thickened, gathering around her like an old soldier’s cloak. His words came as a thought more than a sound: “Stand firm. Let the current shape itself around you. Be the stone, not the sand.” The gold carried the tang of iron, the sharp heat of a forge—reminding her that endurance was creation, not just resistance.  

Beyond him, the liquid brightened into milky clarity, and with that glow came Lira the Silent. She’d been no warrior, but a scholar, one who won her victories in hushed margins and moonlit notes. Her realm was observation, patience, the wisdom of pause. Around Myra, the current stilled; the chamber itself began to hum faintly, so soft it seemed more memory than sound. An image floated up: a scroll of ink woven from liquid gold, each letter falling into dark and vanishing. “Listen,” came the murmur, tender as breath. “The water knows truths the tongue cannot form. In stillness, light is revealed.” The water mirrored her face, her pulse, and even her unspoken doubts—as though it was offering her confession without needing words.  

Then she saw herself. Not the uncertain figure who entered, but a self shaped by the Depths: hair woven with ribbons of liquid gold, eyes that looked far older, posture drawn taut like a bow at the moment before it sings. The reflection was both a promise and a warning, pulling memories not yet lived and futures not yet carved. She felt the future brushing against her ribs like a whisper she wasn’t ready to voice.  

💧  

Beneath her, etched into the floor’s oxidized copper, lay the mantra every initiate memorized but none ever truly understood: Every stroke is a story. In the Depths, motion and memory bled together—every breath a line, every desperate kick another chapter. And so Myra swam downward, deeper than mere air, deeper than thought itself.  

The water grew heavier, honey-thick with gold. Pressure mounted, not crushing but demanding, coaxing her to confront the hollow between her own heartbeats. Each movement echoed like punctuation, her body writing its small legend into the great scroll of the Order.  

And in the hidden dark below, she found something older than champions: glowing runes shifting like constellations overhead. These were the words of the First Goldsmith, who long ago had forged insight itself into metal. The runes pulsed with a rhythm that matched her pulse: “To drown is to be reborn. To rise is to remember.” Light clung to her like a shining skin, as if the Depths themselves had begun to claim her.  

She remembered her training—the endless hours slicing water like a blade—but training was only preparation. This was a transformation. Here, surrender mattered more than strength. Here, gold filled the cracks where will alone was not enough. To yield was, paradoxically, to endure.  

Then came a surge: blinding, too bright. The first diver. The primal story. Only three words in the Order’s annals: She entered. She emerged. She sang. And even now, that song lived, carried on the water’s trembling hum. Myra felt it ripple inside her shoulders, unwinding knots of fear. Her movements became unstudied, part of the current itself—as if the Depths had been waiting for her all along.  

The chamber narrowed, guiding her toward a pool of molten stillness at its heart. Golden as sunfire, perfectly still, a mirror waiting for touch. It was said that here, the past and all possible futures collided in a single reflection. Myra hovered above it, trembling not with fear but with raw anticipation.  

She inhaled. The Depths inhaled with her. Breath became shared, indivisible. Words of the First Goldsmith shimmered in her thoughts: Metal is not cold. Water is not still. Elements were never separate here. Everything she touched, everything she was, braided together—the unbending stone of Korrin, the patient silence of Lira, the glimmering reflection of herself.  

With one final, decisive kick, she broke through. The water surged, gathered her, and carried her onto that radiant surface. For the breath of a heartbeat, she hung there—neither drowning nor rising, but suspended in truth itself. In the golden reflection, Korrin and Lira stood with her as shadows of approval, strands in the same fabric she now bore across her shoulders.  

The column drained away. The chamber hushed. Golden light quieted into polished glass. Myra stood on a solid floor, no longer tested but transformed. The inscription at her feet glowed anew, alive this time, not just carved stone: Every stroke is a story.  

When she lifted her gaze to the crystal ceiling, she saw beyond prisms of fractured light a road not yet taken, a future awaiting her step. The Depths, abstract no longer, lived within her now—a hidden tide flowing endlessly beneath her breath. She understood: those waters would never vanish. They’d wait for any who dared to descend, whispering that the gold they sought had always been the radiant truth curled inside their bones.  

And with her veins singing quiet echoes of those waters, Myra stepped from the chamber. Behind her, the seal closed, but the Depths stayed alive within her. This was only the prologue. The rest of her story waited, gleaming.  

The First Trial

The water lay motionless. Too motionless. It stretched out beneath a ceiling of black so vast it felt like the sky itself had been dipped in ink, endless and gleaming, holding no reflection but the dim shimmer of phosphorescent algae glowing faintly in the chamber’s depths. The surface shone like a flawless mirror, untouched by ripples, wind, or current. Only the low, far-off hum of hidden machinery reminded Myra she wasn’t completely alone. Inside the pool itself, though, the silence pressed in on her, heavy and enclosing, like a fist hovering just shy of her skin.  

She floated in the void—no walls, no direction, no sense of time. It was disorienting. Her breath became the only rhythm she could trust, the familiar swell and fall of her lungs, steady since the very first academy test. The water clung to her body like a second skin, cool and invisible, holding her up as though gravity had been asked kindly to wait outside. She drifted with her arms outstretched, palms open, as if willing the water to whisper some kind of answer, to point a way forward. But there were no signals, no guiding torches, no boundaries. Just the endless, seamless embrace of something too vast to be defined.  

She knew what the trial was meant to be. The masters had explained it wasn’t about speed or endurance—but about perception. They spoke of the pulse of the deep, words wrapped in reverence, an old legend turned test. “Listen before you strike,” Master Ren had told her, his voice calm but sharp as steel, as though the weight of centuries sat behind it. The trial, he warned, wasn’t a battle. It was a conversation.  

Then the water shifted.  

At first, it was so subtle she thought she’d imagined it—a murmur in the liquid world around her, like the faint pluck of a violin string. But then it grew, turning the once-placid pool into something alive and insistent. The pressure that once pressed evenly against her skin began to draw itself in one direction, as though some unseen hand pressed firmly on the far side of the sphere and started pulling.  

A tide rose against her.  

The shift struck her flank not with violence, but with an inexorable push, steady and swelling, as though the water itself had taken a slow, deliberate breath and was now exhaling against her ribs. The ache of pressure began to bloom deep beneath her chest, and she knew this was no random surge. This was the test revealing itself.  

Her body took control before her thoughts caught up. She twisted through the push, leaning with it rather than fighting head-on. Spine aligned to its flow, she redirected the surge across her back. Arms snapped forward, clean and precise, cutting through the water like a dolphin’s leap. Her outstretched hand felt the current bend and yield beneath her fingers, parting like silk as she split it into a narrow, trembling calm.  

Time slowed.  

The universe condensed into the precise touch of water on her skin—the stream pressing against her palm, the humming rhythm that pulsed like an echo of her heartbeat. It terrified her, yes, but exhilarated her just as deeply. The water wasn’t simply a force; it was something breathing, something living, waiting to be heard. She didn’t strike at it—she aligned with it, listening in the only language it spoke.  

💧  

That droplet symbol again—etched in the academy walls, murmured in ancient lessons. Feel before you fight. Myra mouthed the words soundlessly as she carved her path through the surge. And the meaning shifted inside her: “feel” became an act of absolute presence, while “fight” no longer felt like conquest, but choice, precision, harmony.  

This was the real test. Not speed, not strength. Stillness. Awareness so keen that the faintest tremor could be read before it rose to a wave. For someone who’d always been praised for striking first, moving fast, cutting through obstacles in blur after blur—this was a lesson that pried her open, stripped away instinct, and left her with raw patience.  

And she didn’t break.  

The current sighed. The pressure ebbed, retreating back into the still pool, as though a storm had rolled away beyond the horizon. What replaced it wasn’t emptiness, but a more profound silence, humming with memory. Myra hovered in balance, body perfectly suspended, mind glass-clear, still feeling the aftertaste of the force that had tested her.  

From the high balcony above, the masters observed. Ren’s usual severity softened, his gaze carrying the quiet pride of a teacher watching the impossible unfold. Mira and Kellan exchanged the barest nods with him, their unspoken agreement louder than applause. Myra had done it—not by defying the water, but by listening.  

The academy had whispered its doubts about her, she knew. About the way she’d stumbled once, splashed clumsily from the training pool, too hot-headed, too impatient, relying on brute speed when subtlety had been required. They said this trial would unravel her flaws. Instead, she floated there quietly triumphant, letting the water’s presence fold around her like a lullaby. She had listened, and it had answered.  

From that moment forward, something in her shifted. Her movements in the days that followed gained a new fluidity. Sparring no longer began with a flurry of blows, but with stillness. She saw her opponents more clearly—the hitch in their breath, the tremor in their shoulders, the secrets they didn’t mean to reveal. She struck less, but landed more.  

And outside the training halls, she carried the silence of the pool with her. Sitting by rivers, she’d feel the water rushing over stone and remember the void—the pressure, the clarity, the lesson she breathed into her bloodstream. It became ritual, meditation: a reminder not just of how to fight, but of how to exist.  

Her legend spread. The academy shifted. Trials once measured by speed now began with stillness, instructors weaving the droplet’s meaning more deliberately into every discipline. Her story was told in hushed tones: how she had withstood the weight of something unseen and, in patience, had uncovered its truth.  

When the council summoned her, standing in the sun-washed chamber with ribbons of light drawn across polished stone, they asked the simplest of questions:  

“What did the water teach you?”  

Myra smiled, all calm reflection and quiet certainty. “That the fiercest battles are never won through strength alone, but by clarity. That if you listen closely enough, even the greatest pressure can become a path forward.”  

The masters bowed their heads in acknowledgment, and in that silence she felt it again—the current brushing her side, gentle and eternal, not adversary but companion.  

Her trial was done, but its tide would run in her forever. A quiet pulse threading its rhythm through every choice, every step, every storm yet to come. 💧  
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2: The Unseen Wave
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Myra grapples with the ghost of a past defeat.

The Memory Pool

The Second Chamber Was Colder  

The second chamber was colder.  

Myra first noticed those words etched into the steel wall of the pool’s intake tunnel, plain and unadorned, carved in a font that made practicality look severe. It wasn’t just about the temperature—it was a warning that the cold lived deeper than skin, that it could creep into marrow and memory alike. The kind of chill that hushes everything, as if silence itself has weight.  

She’d learned to recognize that phrase before she could even make sense of the other signs along the facility’s walls. Thin strips of glowing polymer, stretching like veins beneath the surface, taught her their own language: Control. Patience. Trust. And always—Remember.  

And now she was here, standing at the threshold of the chamber no one ever wanted to see twice. It loomed—a vast cylinder of glass and shadows, ceiling dimmed to a bruise of gray daylight filtering through storm-thick clouds. The water within was darker, denser, as if it held its own secrets. Sensors marked it at –2 degrees Celsius, although the numbers didn’t capture its actual temperature. Her toes met it, then her body—the way the chill licked her skin felt alive, a hiss around her ears, a whisper that vibrated like a steel string beneath her ribs.  

Breath misted from her lips. She let herself sink into the pool’s rhythm, movements tempered by resistance that was both obstacle and embrace. Her body understood: here, every stroke mattered.  

––––––––
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A Corridor of Translucent Memories  

Once her eyes adjusted, the passage revealed itself—not brick, not concrete, but a hallway woven of light and liquid. Memories floated there like panes of stained glass caught in ripples. They shimmered, swayed, blurred, flickering the way an old projector’s reel hiccups mid-spin.  

Each fragment glowed blue, as if it were born from the water itself. Myra swam between them. Every flicker was a moment dear and sharp, held captive, waiting for her return.  

There she was at twelve: bony-legged, perched on a diving board too tall for her fragile frame. The scene stretched, bent by water’s shifting lens, freezing her in a jump that never quite landed. Her face was all focus—brows tight, small mouth set with stubbornness. Behind her, people blurred into streaks of colored light. Her coach’s whistle dangled silently. That silence was louder than shouting—an anchor that had pressed on her chest even then.  

But the starkest thing—her mother’s absence. The bench where she should’ve been was hollow, her scarf and clapping gone. Even underwater, that void pulled Myra down, a more profound silence than the pool’s hum.  

💧  

A droplet icon blinked faintly on the glass wall—a reminder she’d come to treat as both an invitation and a warning. Breathe. Release. Stay present.  

And in the stillness of the chamber, she felt something larger, humming through the molecules around her: the choir only water can sing when the world above falls away. It was ancient, reverent.  

––––––––
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The Past Is Not a Prison. It’s a Tide.  

Her coach’s old scribble echoed back to her now, that half-angry scrawl he once wrote in his logbook: The past is not a prison. It’s a tide.  

A tide that cradles—and a tide that drags. Both at once.  

Yes, memories weren’t locks on a door. They were waves with moods: sometimes carrying you to the surface, sometimes pulling at your ankles, testing your will.  

She swam deeper. Each kick felt like an affirmation: I’m here. I’m still whole. Races resurfaced around her—triumphs glittering like gold sunlight underwater, losses storm-dark and lingering, nights she’d told herself she wasn’t enough. Each fragment softened with distance, merging into one long song of self. A shifting museum of her becoming.  

––––––––
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She Reached, It Dissolved  

Her hand brushed light—her championship podium, the medal, the roar of stadium applause. She reached, desperate for its warmth, its weight. But the image cracked, dissolved into a cloud of sparks. The water claimed it back.  

Above, the pool’s surface became mirror-slick, showing other swimmers in their own battles, each lane its own tide. She saw herself too—older, harder, but still burningly alive. Time hadn’t erased her; it had layered her like sediment until the shape of her resolve was more defined.  

She realized what the chamber unveiled: not a single picture of the self, but all currents overlapping—a river of selves, flowing together.  

_I’m not that girl anymore._  

_But she still swims inside me._  

––––––––
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When she broke the surface at last, sunlight stabbed her eyes. Droplets clung to her skin like diamonds, trembling at the edge of warmth and cold. She hauled herself out of the pool, legs shaking but alive with adrenaline.  

Her coach was waiting. Gray had claimed his hair; his whistle transformed into a keepsake around his neck. His silence felt different now—less absence, more recognition.  

“I see you,” his nod seemed to say.  

Finally, he spoke: “You’ve always been the tide, Myra. You never let it become a wall.”  

She smiled, slow, soft. “I used to try to outrun it. Now I just ride it.”  

The display blinked: Session Complete – Final Lap. The water itself rippled in agreement—The past isn’t a prison. It’s a tide.  

Her reflection shimmered back at her. Behind her grown face, the child lingered still, swimming beneath the layers. One is never without the other.  

And when she stepped outside, sun rinsing the world with brilliance, she saw another girl—a young swimmer mid-stroke, framed in rising spray. Fierce, focused, bright as fire. Their eyes connected for a second, and an invisible thread passed between them.  

The tide carries on.  

Myra nodded, the girl dove, and the rainbow spray rose.  

Yes, the tide always moves. And Myra was both its rider—and its wave.  

––––––––
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The Tide Keeps Turning  

Years later, Myra stood outside the second chamber again—not as a swimmer, but as a mentor. The sign hadn’t changed:  

_The second chamber was colder._  

She watched a line of young athletes gathering, faces pale with nerves. She whispered to herself, the words she lived by: _The past is not a prison. It’s a tide._  

The water glowed faintly, alive with its promise to hold every sliver of their lives, just as it once had hers.  

And as one swimmer stepped in, Myra smiled. She wasn’t only a rider of the tide anymore. She was the current, carrying others across.  

The chamber’s cold no longer warned her away. It welcomed, reminding all who entered: beneath the chill, there is always movement, always forward, always the ocean that waits to lift you if you let it.  

The tide turned, and Myra turned with it—ever moving, ever alive, ever hers.  

The Phantom Lap

A shadow stirred beside her.  

At first, Myra told herself it was nothing more than exhaustion—just the wavering shimmer where sunlight met water. But the longer she swam, the more solid it became. This wasn’t some trick of the current bending shadows on the river floor.  

No. Something was there.  

It glided just beneath the surface, flashing in and out of her vision with every reach of her arms, every kick of her legs.  

It kept her pace. Matched her rhythm. Breathed with her.  

Her chest burned, lungs straining as the taste of metal and salt clung stubbornly to her tongue. She turned her face toward the light, snatching air before driving her body back into the darkness that hissed and pressed against her ears. And still—it matched. Each stroke of her hand met by its own. Every breath, mirrored perfectly, as if she swam beside her own reflection.  

Unease flickered across her mouth. She was no stranger to the water—she had grown up in it, lived in it. Rivers, lakes, seas; her body understood them even when her mind failed her. But this? This was different. This felt like a taunt. Like proof that no matter how fast or far she swam, she would never be alone.  

So she pushed harder.  

Arms tore forward, legs hammered against the deep. The current broke against her body in bursts, each sound rattling against her pulse. Faster. Faster.  

And the shadow—unshaken—stayed with her.  

It didn’t falter, didn’t dissolve into bubbles or blur. Through every frantic upheaval of water, it held its shape. As if it wasn’t chasing her—only bound to her.  

A cold ripple climbed her spine. She dove down.  

Her body arced and cut sharply into the dim green-blue, light breaking into ribbons between her lashes. She twisted, rolling through clouds of stirred silt, trying to shake it off her trail with spins and spirals. Fish scattered in gusts of silver around her.  

The shadow followed every turn. A constant.  

Her ribs screamed with pressure. Her muscles trembled from the strain. At last, suspended in that hushed twilight below, she stopped running. Her hair fanned outward, floating around her face like a crown of dark kelp. There was nothing but the drum of her heartbeat, louder than even her fear.  

💧  

You can’t outswim what you refuse to face.  

No one said it. The words emerged inside her, vibrating like something half-remembered, something she had buried. They lived in the marrow of her bones, heavy and unshakable. Her eyes stung, though her tears, in the water, already belonged to the river.  

She turned.  

The shadow lingered just beyond her reach, patient, waiting.  

It was her.  

Not an apparition. Not some phantom. Her. In every detail—the long arms, the dark hair streaming in slow ribbons, the pale scar at her collarbone, the eyes too steady, too full of fear she’d never let herself reveal.  

The world seemed to fall beneath her, the riverbed gone. How long had this self been trailing her? Always? She had thought she could outpace it—through storms, through depths, through endless exhaustion—but here it stood in the dark, close enough to touch.  

Bubbles trembled at her lips. She folded her arms around herself like she could armor the pieces that broke so easily. But the reflection didn’t strike. Didn’t accuse. It simply hovered there, gaze tilted toward her in quiet recognition.  

Her hands shook as she reached out. Fingers stretching pale through the green dimness, the water thick with weight, strange in its slowness.  

Contact.  

And warmth.  

Not the cold that wrapped her body from every angle, but warmth—sudden, human, intensely alive. As if between her and herself, no barrier had ever truly existed.  

Then, just as quickly, it vanished.  

The shadow dissolved into silt and silvery flecks, undone like a dream upon waking.  

For a breath of eternity, she was alone again, the river surrounding her in silence. Fear surged, but so did relief—a quiet, flooding calm that softened her chest even as her lungs screamed for air.  

It hadn’t been beaten. It hadn’t been destroyed.  

It had been seen.  

Her legs unfurled, powerful in their desperation, and the water peeled away as she rose. Above her, the world shimmered bright and promising, the gate to breath and sky.  

She broke the surface, gasping, air pouring into her like fire and light all at once. Water streamed in jeweled arcs from her hair as she flung her head back, the sun harsh but holy against her wide, grateful eyes.  

The river seemed gentler now, cradling her instead of crushing her. Around her, reeds rattled softly, and somewhere a bird sang, ordinary and sweet. Ripples spread calmly from her body, circles fading into stillness.  

She closed her eyes. Took a fuller breath. Laid her palm against the thunder of her own heartbeat. Still chaotic. Still imperfect. But hers.  

The shadow was gone, but its memory lingered—not as a threat, but as truth.  

Something in her felt lighter, as if the act of looking—truly looking—had begun to set her free.  

The water flickered around her, mirroring the vast sky above, blue and infinite.  

She let herself float.  

Quiet. Whole.  

And this time, for once, there was no urge to flee.  

Surface Break

Myra broke through into a dome of light.  

For a moment, it was nothing but the raw sensation of surfacing—violent, breathless—like a body pulled too long beneath black water and finally hurled upward. The brilliance seared her eyes, stabbing, and she shielded them with a trembling hand. Breath tore from her chest in ragged bursts, her lungs straining as though she’d been running for miles. The air was sharp, too clean, with a metallic edge on her tongue, as if this place had never been meant to sustain a creature like her.  

The dome yawned vast around her, a cathedral of radiance. Its ceiling shimmered, not with sunlight, but with a thousand luminous threads braided through the dark, a tapestry woven of pure light. At her feet, pale stone coiled into spirals that pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat she couldn’t name.  

And the gods were waiting.  

She felt them before her eyes could shape their forms—an oppressive weight against her temples, a silence so ancient it clung to her skin like frost. They gathered in a half-ring, towering and motionless, layered in robes of molten gold and shadow. Some bore faces that might’ve been called human, though they were too flawless, carved from symmetry itself rather than flesh. Others were like shifting smoke, forms caught in the act of unraveling, never fixed, as if even their existence was a dream rewritten over and over.  

They didn’t speak. They only watched. And in their watching, she felt flayed open, reduced to some trembling sum of parts under their endless gaze.  

She dropped her eyes.  

Her hands—pale in the sickly light—were raw around the knuckles, nails ragged from clawing her way here, out of whatever darkness she had clawed through. Slowly, she turned them, flexing them like one uncertain they belonged to her. Veins traced her skin, threaded blue fire beneath the flesh—quiet proof she was alive, thoroughly mortal, flawed.  

Her throat tightened.  

💧  

Strength is not silence.  

The thought rose suddenly in her chest, like water welling from a forgotten spring. It wasn’t a whisper from above nor any voice beyond herself. It was her own marrow speaking.  

Strength is not silence. It’s survival.  

The truth of it steadied her, weighed her down in a way that made her roots grow deep again. Her hands fell to her sides, fists trembling, then loosening. The gods still towered, still silent, but their silence no longer hollowed her. A thin filament of steel ran through her now, taut and unbending.  

She raised her chin into the blaze of the dome, jaw firm.  

“I’m not here to win,” she said softly, like a secret she was finally brave enough to give form. The air scraped her throat, but her words grew steadier, stronger. “I’m here to remember who I am.”  

Her voice rippled outward, faint against the cavernous hush, yet it pressed against the silence as though testing its edges.  

The gods did not answer.  

Her heartbeat slowed anyway.  

––––––––
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The weight of the air wasn’t storm-heavy, nor thick like summer stillness. It was expectation, a silence designed to break her open. She felt it probing for her weaknesses, tugging at every seam that hadn’t yet healed.  

Her mind flickered to the crawl through endless corridors, the scraping night, the promise of spaces she was never meant to enter or survive. The burns and bruises still ghosted along her skin. Every scar, every ragged breath had not been pretty, not victorious. But she had surfaced.  

Her hands trembled. She stilled them.  

One of the gods leaned forward—the sound like mountains shifting, like stone breaking against stone. Its eyes caught her, a glare of molten hunger. Still, she refused to meet its gaze.  

“Myra of the Threshold,” came a voice, not spoken aloud but pressed into the bones of her chest. “Do you seek to be chosen?”  

The question hung, leaden, monstrous. Fear gnawed along her ribs, but beneath it smoldered a flame too stubborn to die.  

Strength is not silence. It’s survival.  

She shook her head. The damp weight of her hair clung against her cheeks, wet strands catching the dome’s merciless light. “No,” she said, first as breath, then sharper—“No. I don’t seek your choosing.”  

The silence deepened, black and endless, pressing against the walls of the dome.  

Her hands rose again. Fingers spread open beneath the cruel glow, scarred and tired and entirely her own.  

“I’m here to remember,” she whispered, and her voice rang with new iron. “Not to fit into your pattern. Not to erase what I’ve endured. But to claim it. To carry it. To name it mine.”  

Her words struck the dome like embers cast against stone, small, but sparking into something larger.  

The gods remained unmoving, unreadable. And yet—something shifted. Not smile, not anger, but an almost imperceptible loosening, like a locked door creaking at last.  

She didn’t speak further. The silence was hers now to keep.  

Her pulse pressed steadily in her palms. Her breath was no longer ragged. A realization coiled warm within her: she hadn’t come for them. She had come only for herself.  

💧  

In the unblinking dome of light, beneath the gaze of gods carved of shadow and radiance, Myra stood unafraid. Not unscarred, not untouched. But unafraid. And that was enough.  

She needed no crown, no victory burned into her name. She needed only the reminder that she was here, alive. That the body she bore, imperfect and trembling, belonged utterly to her.  

Let the gods measure her endlessly—she would not measure herself by silence any longer.  

Her fingers curled inward, each scar a syllable in a prayer she made entirely her own.  

And within that vast, glowing dome, Myra finally felt—even as they watched—that she was wholly herself.  
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3: The Timekeeper’s Riddle
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Myra is challenged by a god who controls time.

The Clockless Chamber

There were no clocks in the chamber. Only a steady, living pulse.  

The space itself seemed to breathe. It was immense yet enclosed—like a cathedral with no doors, no transparent walls—its edges dissolving into a glowing haze of pearl-white light. Shadows refused to settle; instead, they drifted like smoke, twisting across invisible currents. Every surface shimmered as if made of trembling glass, rippling to a rhythm that didn’t count seconds or minutes, but beats—deep, resonant, like the pounding of some enormous hidden heart.  

Myra drifted, suspended in what felt at first like water. Cool, familiar. But when she moved her hand, she realized it was something else—neither water nor air. It clung to her like silk spun from moonlight, soft and weightless, yet resistant. Every motion seemed to echo, repeating itself just out of sync, as if time insisted she witness the trace of her actions before allowing her to continue.  

Her breaths stretched into strange intervals, each one taut as a held note. Even her blinks staggered, arriving late, leaving her caught in the startling silence between closing and opening her eyes. The very air hummed, vibrating through her skin in voiceless chords—muted yet amplified, like listening to the sea inside a shell.  

💧  

Time wasn’t a number. It was a rhythm.  

The revelation came suddenly, unbidden, settling in her bones like some ancient truth. It wasn’t thought so much as recognition, an awareness that dissolved all arguments before they could form. Yet fear coiled in her chest—because she was used to certainty, to stopwatches and splits, to countable moments she could conquer. Here, there was no such anchor. Only pulse.  

Then, from high above, the haze stirred.  

A figure began to materialize—a presence first blurred and shifting, like light caught inside raindrops. Then it became clearer: a being robed in ever-moving silver mist. The fabric didn’t fall the way cloth should—it drifted, constantly unraveling and reweaving itself like fog in motion. Even his presence altered the chamber’s rhythm. Her heartbeat stuttered as though bowing to him.  

But his eyes—his eyes froze her. Not eyes at all, but instruments. Their black irises ticked with soft rotations, pendulums measuring eternity. When she looked into them, her pulse stilled in reflex, aligning itself to their perfect metronome.  

The Timekeeper. She didn’t know how she knew, but the name rested in her mind like a memory unearthed.  

He studied her, deliberate and unhurried. When he finally spoke, his words moved like sand sliding through glass.  

“You must swim without knowing when.”  

The command struck harder than any shouted drill she’d faced in training. Though the chamber felt cool, her neck prickled with heat; she forced down the rising panic.  

Without knowing when.  

Her voice broke, fragile in the vast silence. “That’s not... how I’ve trained.” She hesitated, fingers curling into the glowing medium around her. “I’m built for distance. Not for doubt.”  

Her confession seemed to hang in the space, almost absurd. She had survived endless practices—her muscles wrung dry, her lungs burning, her vision closing in on itself as she pushed through the dark. She knew pain. Endurance. Fear. All of it. But this? This lack of certainty—it was alien to me.  

The Timekeeper tilted his head, those pendulum eyes swaying softly.  

“Distance is a measure,” he said. “Measures belong to the mortal world. Here you are asked not for distance, but devotion. Endurance—yes. But not of the body.”  

Her chin sank, heavy with doubt. She forced herself to lift her gaze, though unease churned low in her stomach.  

“How can I keep going,” she asked, “if I don’t even know how far I’ve come?”  

At once, a metallic chime rang through the chamber, though nothing had moved. The note reverberated in her chest, rattling her thoughts.  

“The current you must trust cannot be seen,” he replied, voice steady. “Numbers are cages, swimmer. To move here, you must learn to inhale uncertainty as though it were air.”  

Another pulse surged through the pool, pressure tugging at her body like an invisible tide. She resisted instinctively, fighting against it, but her muscles felt sluggish, her motions caught in the molasses of stretched time. Panic tightened around her throat.  

Her mind fled backward—back to chlorine stings and the shrill snap of whistles, to the sure rhythm of red digits blinking overhead, each lap carved into measurable progress. That had been her map, her safety: swim, touch tile, repeat.  

But here? No walls. No digits. No finish. Only pulse.  

Her chest stuttered. And in that falter, she felt small again—like the novice she once had been, drowning on the very edge of belief in herself.  

Still, the Timekeeper did not move. He watched. Waiting, silent.  

She bit down, pressing her lips tight, holding in the surge of fear. The chamber had grown impossibly still, as if time itself leaned forward.  

Her thoughts burned: You’ve trained for years. You know your body. You know the strokes. This isn’t about walls, or distances, or final touches. It’s about trust.  

Her hand swept through the medium again, and this time, she felt it answer—a low thrum against her palm, almost alive. As if it was waiting for her to let go of herself, to stop measuring.  

She met the Timekeeper’s gaze. His ticking eyes pulled at her pulse, and this time, she surrendered.  

Her whisper trembled out: “Then I’ll swim. Even without knowing when.”  

Something shifted. His mouth didn’t smile, but the mist curling around him softened, carrying subtle approval.  

“Then you have begun.”  

And with those words, the chamber changed. The once-still walls rippled, the pulse quickened, the haze curled in on itself like a significant unseen current had suddenly awoken.  

Myra inhaled, and the air tasted sweet—like dawn clinging to stone—and she pressed herself forward, into the flow. Not calculating, not counting, but surrendering.  

She was swimming. Not for time. Not for distance.  

But for trust.  

And even her doubt had no choice but to follow.  

The Trial of Delay

The current shifted without warning, wild and unpredictable.  

First, it lunged forward, gripping her with fierce insistence, as if the river had grown tired of playing gentle host and now demanded something in return. Then, just as suddenly, it faltered—slowing into lazy spins and quiet eddies, sighing like something weary of its own chaos. It refused to keep a rhythm, alive and restless, never the same from one breath to the next.  

Myra had to match it stroke for stroke, adjusting before her own mind could even catch up. Her arms sliced deeper, her legs tightened or softened, her body bending into each wild shift. When a swell shoved sideways into her ribs, she instinctively reshaped her movement—always one beat behind and yet somehow in time. It didn’t feel like swimming anymore. It felt... like bargaining.  

And then she slipped.  

Her right hand swung too far, connecting with nothing but empty water where the current had spun away. She missed the beat, just a heartbeat’s lapse, but it shook through her like a skipped note in a melody. She pushed harder to recover, desperate to catch control again—but the river twisted back, pulling at her hip, breaking her rhythm in another jarring snap.  

Her chest burned. Not with full panic—at least, not yet—but with a creeping reminder: there’s a limit, a boundary waiting ahead. Jaw tight, teeth clenched, she pushed stubbornly, almost angrily, willing herself to tame the chaos around her. She thought she could master it, control it, shape it into her rhythm.  

But the water only laughed.  

💧  

Control is a myth. Adaptation is divine.  

The words landed in her not as thought, not even as sound, but as if they’d been poured straight into her bloodstream. Old and unarguable, as ancient as tide and storm, speaking from somewhere far deeper than conscious memory.  

Her shoulders unraveled. She let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been hoarding. Rather than fighting, she began listening—paying attention to every touch of the water, every subtle nudge at her wrist, every incredible pressure swaying against her ankle. She stopped resisting and started following. Her strokes softened, not cutting but gliding, tracing the current the way a fingertip follows silk.  

It wasn’t surrender. It was joining in.  

The river didn’t want war. It wanted a partner.  

So she danced.  

Her body swung like a pendulum, synchronizing with the push and pull of the movement. Muscles that had burned moments before now moved with surprising ease, guided not by force but by instinct. She discovered hidden momentum in the most minor shifts—the curl of a wrist, the bend of a knee—and it carried her farther than brute strength ever could.  

Her breath smoothed, drawing deep instead of broken gasps. Droplets clung to her lashes, turning light into fractured prisms across the surface. For the first time, she noticed the color of the river: not murky gray, not dull brown, but a secret green sparked with threads of gold where sunlight spilled in. Its scent rose clean and vivid—stone washed with rain, a whisper of spring thaw.  

She felt weightless. Not because gravity was gone, but because the burden of control—the endless strain of trying to dominate the undominable—had finally been released.  

And because she let go, she moved forward.  

The water carried her—no, not taken. She flowed through it, part of it, neither guest nor prisoner but companion. Time blurred. Her heart’s beat slowed into a steadier, softer rhythm.  

Her fear melted into the river, drop by drop.  

She passed.  

💧  

On the other side, there was no grand fanfare, no booming declaration. The world simply eased into being, quiet and sure, as though it had been waiting for her to arrive with clear eyes. The current finally relaxed, loosening its grip on her ribs. She drew a deep, unhurried breath of air, sweet and full. Her strokes continued—but now they were steady, unforced, a natural echo of what she had learned in the water’s embrace.  

A hush settled inside her. Not silence—the river still hummed and curled in a thousand small voices around her—but a rare stillness in her chest, in her blood.  

Control is a myth. Adaptation is divine.  

The truth of it rested within her now, deeper than thought, more profound than words. The cage of resistance she’d carried cracked open in the current, spilling light.  

And so she swam on—not fighting, not forcing—just flowing. Rhythm instead of battle. Harmony instead of conquest.  

Only flow.  

The Echo of Time

Before he left, the Timekeeper leaned in close and whispered:  

“You’ll never know how long you’ve been swimming.”  

The words sliced softly through the silence, as fleeting as a breath of wind in an abandoned hall. They hung there, fragile but heavy, rippling outward as though the water itself had taken them in.  

Myra’s head snapped up, droplets spilling from her damp hair, pattering against her shoulders. She spun toward him, eyes sharp with both urgency and confusion. “What do you mean?” she asked—her voice trembling, half demand, half plea.  

But the space where he had stood was already empty.  

He was gone.  

No footsteps, no shadow trailing behind him—just absence, clean and final, as though he’d been erased from existence the very instant he’d spoken. Only his riddle remained, lodged in her chest like a thorn.  

Myra’s throat tightened around words she couldn’t push out. She stood frozen, lips parted, hands grasping at air as if somehow she could pull him back. The gentle lap of water against stone filled the silence, steady and insistent—reminding her that she was alone again.  

––––––––
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💧  

The race isn’t against others. She let that thought settle, drifting down inside her like silt in deep water.  

The race is against forgetting.  

The phrase clung to her like mist, haunting but oddly familiar.  

She drew her knees in close, sitting at the water’s edge, oblivious to how the damp seeped through her clothes. The dark pool stretched endlessly out before her, its surface rippling with quiet rhythm. Shapes flickered just beneath—shadows like broken memories that slipped away the moment she reached for them.  

Her chest ached, heavier than fear. She pressed her palm against her sternum, willing herself to hold steady.  

Forget—that was the real enemy. It wasn’t distance or exhaustion. It was the relentless tide of time that could sweep away everything she swam for.  

Her voice came out barely a whisper, soft and shaking:  

“I won’t forget. Even if time does.”  

She repeated it. Louder. And again, until the words transformed into armor, into something strong enough to keep her afloat.  

––––––––
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The air carried a faint tang of salt, like old oceans and iron scraped from the earth. The cavern itself loomed vast and shadowed above her, a stone cathedral dripping with condensation. Each drop fell into the pool with a hollow splash, a steady metronome counting time she could neither hold nor measure.  
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