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​Chapter 1: "Welcome to the Unknown"

[image: ]




[image: image]

JOHN BLACKWELL STUMBLED forward as the world shifted violently around him. His boots hit hard pavement, the force of the sudden stop jarring him. For a moment, everything was disorienting—the swirling lights, the gut-wrenching sensation of being pulled from one dimension to another. It wasn’t his first time through a portal, but it didn’t get any easier.

Next to him, Dr. Vincent Kane collapsed to his knees, his long, tangled hair falling over his face. Kane gasped, struggling to catch his breath, his body trembling from the violent transition. His green turtleneck was soaked with sweat, and his hands pressed against the hot pavement as if trying to ground himself.

John took a deep breath and scanned their surroundings. They were on a city street—Palm trees lined the edges of the road, and off in the distance, towering mountains rose against the desert sky. But something about the place felt... wrong.

"Palm Springs?" John muttered to himself, narrowing his eyes at the unfamiliar mix of human and alien architecture in the distance. Hovering alien crafts drifted through the air, sleek and glinting in the sun. "What the hell is this place?"

Kane looked up, eyes wide with confusion and something close to panic. "What—what just happened?" His voice was shaky, like a man trying to understand a nightmare that wouldn’t end.

John glanced down at him, his own pulse still racing. "We got pulled through. Reality shift. I’ve been through it before." He looked Kane up and down, noting the scientist’s shaken state. "But I’m guessing this is new for you."

Kane swallowed hard and stood, wobbling slightly as he brushed the dust off his pants. "New?" he echoed, his voice hollow. "I’ve never... I didn’t think this was possible."

John’s brow furrowed. This wasn’t the upbeat, quirky man he’d met back in the alley. This version of Kane looked hollowed out—vulnerable, the weight of his reality-shifted mind unraveling in real time.

John nodded toward the alien crafts in the distance. "Well, here we are."

Kane ran a hand through his tangled hair, his voice barely a whisper. "This can’t be real. Aliens? Flying ships? A whole city... changed."

"It’s real enough," John replied, lighting a cigarette with steady hands. "Palm Springs, but not the one you know. We’ve landed in some kind of alternate dimension."

Kane’s eyes flicked around nervously. His mind raced, trying to grasp the enormity of what was happening. He’d studied theoretical physics, examined the possibility of other dimensions, but living through one... that was something else.

"What now?" Kane asked, his voice barely above a whisper. The scientist in him fought to stay in control, but the fear in his eyes was unmistakable.

John exhaled a puff of smoke, glancing toward the alien crafts again. "We figure out what’s going on. First, we need to know if we’re alone."
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​Chapter 2: "Strangers in a Strange Land"
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THE FURTHER THEY WALKED into the city, the stranger things became. Humans and aliens coexisted side by side—some walking, some hovering through the air, but there was an undercurrent of tension that John could feel in the air. People—both human and alien—watched them closely, sizing them up with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.

Kane’s eyes darted around, still trying to make sense of it all. "This... this shouldn’t exist. Palm Springs... it doesn’t look like this. There shouldn’t be aliens here."

John shot him a sideways glance. "You don’t say."

Kane stopped, his fingers twitching as he tried to organize his thoughts. "Okay, okay... This is a dimensional shift. Alternate reality... but why? Why are we here?"
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