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Chapter One: The Hour That Would Not Stay Dead
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The battle began at a time that did not exist.

Eli Mercer knew that before the first shot was fired—before the alarms screamed, before the sky tore itself open with blue-white plasma and falling steel. He felt it in the way the air pressed too close to his skin, in the way his breath fogged and then unfogged again as if the cold could not decide whether it belonged here.

The valley was wrong.

Snow covered the ground in a clean, unbroken sheet that should have been impossible. Twenty minutes earlier, the same valley had been a churned ruin of mud, blood, and shattered rock. Eli remembered that clearly. He remembered stepping over a broken walker leg. Remembered a resistance medic screaming for a stretcher that never came.

Now the snow lay smooth as untouched paper.

“Don’t move,” Mara said quietly beside him.

She stood half-crouched behind a shattered stone wall that flickered faintly at the edges, like a bad memory refusing to hold its shape. Her rifle was already up, barrel tracking the ridgeline. Her voice was calm—but Eli heard the tension underneath it, the same tightness he felt coiled in his chest.

“I didn’t,” Eli said.

He hadn’t. He was sure of it. And yet—

A distant thunder rolled across the valley.

Not artillery.

Footsteps.

Heavy. Mechanical. Too many.

The Reich crested the ridge in silence.

Black-armored infantry moved in perfect formation, boots crunching into snow that should have been soaked red beneath it. Behind them came the walkers—three of them—each step sinking too deep into the ground, as if the earth remembered them even if the snow pretended not to.

Blue visors lit the fog like cold stars.

Eli raised his rifle.

The moment he did, the world lurched.

For a heartbeat—just one—the Reich soldiers ahead of them were already dead. He saw them falling, armor folding inward, light collapsing into itself. Then the image snapped away and they were standing again, rifles leveled.

Eli gasped.

Mara swore under her breath. “It’s happening again.”

“No,” Eli said. “This is different.”

The hum was back.

Not loud. Not violent.

Intimate.

It crawled through his bones like a second pulse, syncing itself to his heartbeat, whispering possibilities just beneath thought.

The first plasma bolt screamed across the valley.

Eli fired.

His shot took a Reich trooper clean through the visor. The man dropped instantly, armor smoking—but instead of falling forward, he shuddered and snapped back upright, unharmed, as if someone had rewound him half a second.

The trooper looked confused.

Then he fired.

The blast struck the wall inches from Eli’s head, showering him in stone and heat. He dove instinctively, heart hammering.

“They’re anchored,” Mara shouted. “They’re stabilizing the field!”

“From where?” Eli yelled back.

As if in answer, the sky split.

A vertical seam of light tore open above the valley—thin at first, then widening—revealing something that was not sky behind it. Shapes moved there. Structures. Rings of black matter rotating slowly, deliberately.

An artifact.

Active.

Eli felt his knees buckle.

“Don’t look at it,” Mara said sharply, grabbing his shoulder. “Eli, don’t—”

Too late.

The moment his eyes caught the seam, time fractured.

The valley multiplied.

Snow vanished—replaced by mud. Then fire. Then ruins. Then it snowed again. The walkers existed in three positions at once: advancing, firing, and destruction. Resistance fighters screamed from places they weren’t standing. A man to Eli’s left dissolved into light, then reappeared whole, then fell dead for real.

Reality couldn’t decide which version of the battle it wanted.

The Reich advanced anyway.

“CONTACT LEFT!” someone shouted.

Eli turned—and saw himself already there.

Another Eli fired from behind a fallen transport, jaw clenched, eyes empty. Eli glanced up, locked eyes with him across the impossible overlap—and flinched.

The shock nearly dropped him.

“No,” Eli whispered. “No, no, no—”

A walker fired.

The blast was meant for the center of the resistance line. Eli knew that because he saw it hit. He saw men vanish. He felt the heat.

Then the blast hesitated.

Hung.

As if waiting.

The hum surged.

Eli didn’t think.

He reached.

Not with his hands—with the part of him the artifact had touched long ago, the part that remembered silver light and erased men and a power that listened.

The blast bent.

It curved upward, screaming past the walkers and detonating harmlessly against the cliff face.

The battlefield froze.

Every Reich visor snapped toward him at once.

Mara stared. “Eli—”

The artifact seam in the sky widened.

Something on the other side noticed him.

The Reich officer stepped forward from between the walkers, coat pristine despite the chaos. His voice carried easily across the broken valley.

“There you are,” he said warmly. “You always arrive at the moment history becomes uncertain.”

Eli’s vision blurred. The valley layered again—dozens of outcomes stacked on top of one another, pressing in on his skull. He saw himself charging. Dying. Winning. Using the artifact fully. Burning cities clean and calling it peace.

His hands shook.

“I don’t want this,” he said, though he didn’t know who he was speaking to.

The officer smiled. “No one ever does. That is what makes it necessary.”

The walkers advanced.

Mara grabbed Eli by the collar and yanked him back behind the wall as plasma fire tore through the space where he’d been standing. The stone exploded. Snow evaporated. The wall flickered violently, then stabilized—holding in one version of itself by sheer refusal.

“Listen to me!” Mara shouted over the noise. “You can’t fight them like this!”

“I’m not trying to!” Eli screamed back. “It’s pulling—I can feel it pulling—”

“I know,” she said. Her grip tightened, grounding him. “That’s why you have to let go.”

Another blast hit close. A resistance soldier fell nearby, screaming as his body phased in and out of existence before going still.

The hum swelled toward a scream.

Eli’s vision tunneled.

He saw his grandfather standing in the snow, uniform clean, eyes disappointed but not angry.

Carry the weight, the memory said. Don’t become it.

Eli shut his eyes.

He stopped reaching.

The hum fought him—clawing, tempting, offering solutions sharp enough to cut the war clean in half.

He refused.

The artifact seam in the sky shuddered.

The walkers faltered, their movements suddenly uncertain, their anchors slipping. Plasma fire went wide. One walker stumbled, half-existing in the wrong moment, and collapsed into itself with a shriek of tearing metal.

The Reich officer’s smile vanished.

“Withdraw!” he snapped.

The walkers retreated, dragging themselves backward through time-sick ground. The seam in the sky narrowed, snapping shut with a sound like a door slamming on a scream.

Silence fell hard and fast.

Snow began to fall again.

This time, it stayed.

Eli collapsed to his knees, gasping, hands clutching his chest like he could hold his heart in place by force.

Mara knelt beside him, breathing hard, eyes locked on his face. “Stay here,” she said firmly. “Stay now.”

“I didn’t fix it,” Eli whispered.

“No,” she said. “You didn’t.”

The valley lay scarred but real. The dead stayed dead. The snow melted where plasma had burned it.

Eli looked up at the empty sky, shaking.

“I chose nothing,” he said.

Mara shook her head. “You chose not to decide for everyone else.”

She helped him to his feet as medics moved in, as survivors counted names and losses that would not rewind.

Above them, the war continued—forward, broken, imperfect.

And for the first time, Eli understood the truth that would define everything to come:

The most dangerous battle wasn’t the one where time broke.

It was the one where it begged him to fix it—and he said no.
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Chapter Two: After the Moment Breaks
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The valley did not cheer.

That was the first thing Eli noticed.

There was no shouting, no release of breath disguised as triumph. The snow kept falling—slow, careful flakes settling over burned rock and shattered armor like an apology no one had asked for. Men moved through it quietly, counting the living, stepping around the dead with the careful precision of people who knew better than to disturb what time had finally agreed to keep.

Eli sat where he had collapsed, back against the fractured stone wall, rifle resting untouched across his knees.

No one spoke to him.

Medics passed him without meeting his eyes. A pair of resistance soldiers dragged a wounded man past, their boots leaving red grooves in the snow. The man screamed once, then went silent when he saw Eli.

That hurt worse than the screams.

Mara returned ten minutes later, helmet gone, blood dried at her hairline. She crouched in front of him, scanning his pupils, his hands, his breathing.

“Are you still here?” she asked.

“I think so,” Eli said.

“That wasn’t a joke.”

“I know.”

She studied him another second longer, then stood. “Command wants you.”

“Of course they do.”

She didn’t smile.

They walked through the valley together, but the space around Eli felt wider than it had an hour earlier. Conversations stopped as he passed. A man whispered something he couldn’t quite hear. Another crossed himself.

At the edge of the field, a young corporal stared openly, eyes wide with something like awe—or terror.

“You bent it,” the corporal said before anyone could stop him.

Mara snapped her head around. “Move.”

The corporal didn’t. He swallowed hard. “The blast. It curved. I saw it.”

Eli met his eyes. The boy couldn’t have been more than nineteen.

“I didn’t do that,” Eli said.

The corporal shook his head slowly. “Yes, sir. You did.”

Command had set up inside a prefabricated bunker half-buried into the cliff face. Inside, heaters hummed and maps glowed on digital displays, showing a dozen possible fronts and none of the ones that mattered anymore.

General Hawthorne stood at the center of it all, hands clasped behind his back, posture rigid. He didn’t turn when Eli entered.

“Captain Mercer,” he said. “Do you know how many independent reports mention your name in the last forty minutes?”

Eli didn’t answer.

“Fourteen,” Hawthorne continued. “From soldiers who swear you altered the battlefield without firing a shot.”

Mara stepped forward. “With respect, sir, that’s not what happened.”

Hawthorne turned then. His eyes flicked to her, then back to Eli.

“Explain it,” he said.

Eli searched for the right words. None of them felt honest enough.

“I stopped reaching,” he said finally.

Silence followed.

Hawthorne’s jaw tightened. “That is not an explanation.”

“It’s the truth.”

Hawthorne glanced at the data officer beside him. “Medical.”

A woman stepped forward, tablet in hand. “Captain Mercer’s vitals during the engagement show irregular neurological spikes coinciding with the artifact’s activation window. Elevated cortisol, abnormal neural synchrony—”

“Say it plainly,” Hawthorne snapped.

The medic hesitated. “Sir... his presence destabilized the field. And then stabilized it.”

Hawthorne exhaled slowly. “You’re a liability.”

Mara bristled. “He just saved the line.”

“And nearly tore reality open doing it,” Hawthorne shot back. “Do you know what happens if the Reich learns how to replicate that?”

“They already know he matters,” Mara said. “That’s not new.”

“No,” Hawthorne agreed. “But now everyone else does too.”

He turned back to Eli. “Until further notice, you are relieved from forward combat duty.”

The words landed like a blow.

“No,” Eli said quietly.

“That was not a discussion.”

Mara stepped between them. “You pull him now, you confirm every rumor. You isolate him, you turn him into exactly what the Reich wants him to be—a singular point of failure.”

Hawthorne’s gaze hardened. “And if he loses control again?”

Eli felt the hum stir faintly at the question, like something listening.

“I won’t,” he said.

Hawthorne studied him for a long moment. “That’s what frightens me, Mercer. You believe that.”

The bunker shook slightly as distant artillery thundered—somewhere else, some other front.

“Medical observation,” Hawthorne said. “Restricted movement. Mara stays with him.”

Mara’s head snapped up. “Sir—”

“You’re his anchor,” Hawthorne said flatly. “You pulled him back. Congratulations. That’s your assignment now.”

The words were meant as an order.

They felt like a sentence.

They set Eli up in a temporary medical bay carved into the mountain rock. Clean. Too clean. The walls were reinforced with shielding he didn’t recognize, etched faintly with symbols that made the back of his neck prickle.

Mara watched the technicians work in silence.

“They’re afraid,” Eli said.

“They should be,” she replied. “So should you.”

A medic attached sensors to his temples. Another slid a needle into his arm.

“What’s that?” Eli asked.

“Sedative,” the medic said without looking up. “Low dose.”

Mara’s jaw tightened. “He stays conscious.”

The medic hesitated, then nodded.

When they were finally alone, the silence felt heavier than the battle.

“You didn’t tell me they’d do this,” Eli said.

“I didn’t know they would,” Mara replied. “And if I had, you’d have refused.”

“Maybe.”

She leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “You scared them today.”

“I scared myself.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It feels close.”

Mara studied him, then sighed. “You want the truth?”

He nodded.

“You didn’t break the valley,” she said. “You broke their idea of how this war works.”

Eli closed his eyes.

“I didn’t choose anything,” he said. “I just... stopped.”

“That’s still a choice.”

A knock interrupted them.

A scout stood in the doorway, face pale. “We’ve got a survivor.”

Mara straightened. “From the valley?”

“No, ma’am. From a settlement five kilometers east. He came in on foot.”

Eli opened his eyes. “A settlement?”

The scout hesitated. “Sir... he asked for you by name.”

They brought the man wrapped in a thermal blanket, his boots worn nearly through. He was old—older than anyone should have been out there alone. His hair was white, his face lined deep, but his eyes were sharp and alert.

The moment he saw Eli, he smiled.

“There you are,” the man said warmly. “Took you long enough.”

Eli froze. “Do I know you?”

The man laughed softly. “That’s what you said last time too.”

Mara stiffened. “What’s your name?”

“Jonah,” the man said. “From Harrow’s Reach.”

Mara frowned. “There’s no settlement by that name.”

Jonah shrugged. “There is on Tuesdays.”

The room went very quiet.

Jonah looked back at Eli. “You look older than I remember.”

“I’ve never met you,” Eli said.

Jonah’s smile faltered—not with fear, but with confusion. “That’s not possible. You came when the snow turned to ash. You pulled the walkers away from the houses. You told us not to thank you.”

Eli’s heart pounded. “When?”

Jonah thought. “Five years ago. Or maybe seven. Time gets... loose there.”

Mara stepped closer. “Why are you here now?”

Jonah’s gaze darkened. “Because they’re coming again. And this time, you didn’t.”

The hum stirred.

Eli felt it like a hand at his spine.

“What happens to Harrow’s Reach?” he asked quietly.

Jonah met his eyes. “It disappears.”

Silence pressed in from all sides.

Jonah reached out with trembling fingers and caught Eli’s sleeve. His grip was surprisingly strong.

“You promised,” he said. “You said you wouldn’t fix us. You said you’d let us live.”

Eli swallowed hard. “I don’t remember that.”

Jonah’s eyes filled—not with anger, but with grief. “Then that means it has already changed.”

Mara looked between them, dread creeping into her expression.

“What changed?” she asked.

Jonah turned to her.

“You,” he said simply. “You weren’t there before.”

The lights flickered.

Somewhere deep in the mountain, something old and patient shifted—aware, once again, that Eli Mercer had been noticed.

And this time, the battle wasn’t coming from the sky.

It was already waiting for him in the past.
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​Chapter Three: Harrow’s Reach
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They arrived at nothing.

No ruins. No smoke. No footprints in the snow. Just a shallow valley cupped between two ridgelines, wind sliding through dead grass and stone like it had never been interrupted by human life.

“This is it,” Jonah said.

Mara checked the coordinates again, jaw tight. “This is empty ground.”

Jonah shook his head gently, as if correcting a child. “It’s early.”

Eli stood apart from them, hands buried in his coat, staring at the valley. The hum was faint here—barely a pressure behind his eyes—but it was present, like a memory waiting for permission.

“What day is it?” Jonah asked.

Mara glanced at her wrist display. “Tuesday.”

Jonah smiled. “Good.”

They waited.

The wind passed. Clouds drifted. A bird landed on a stone, then vanished mid-hop like it had never been written into the world properly.

At exactly 14:07, the air folded.

It didn’t explode or tear. It was decided.

A house appeared where there had been grass—half-formed at first, translucent, then solid. A road followed, unspooling itself forward and backward like it had always been there. Another house blinked into existence, then another, then a whole street assembled itself in silence.

People arrived last.

A woman appeared mid-laugh, hand raised, words already halfway spoken to someone who hadn’t existed a second earlier. A man leaned against a fence that snapped into place beneath his elbow. Children ran, stumbled, and kept running, never knowing they had briefly been nowhere.
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