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Prologue – The LHC – February 2025

Deep beneath the French-Swiss border, inside the heart of the Large Hadron Collider, the intricate superconducting magnets of the massive complex began to activate as a crew of technicians monitored several large banks of computer consoles. Instruments sensed the environment and recorded pertinent data, and, for the most part, everything looked normal.

Dr. Henry Dharma sat in a seat near the central control monitor, his hands behind his head, watching the data streams come across the screen. On the surface, Dharma appeared calm, but his outward appearance didn’t tell the whole truth about the tension he was feeling in anticipation of what was happening before his very eyes.

Tonight’s experimental run wasn’t a standard one, for sure. It wasn’t approved, and it wasn’t supposed to happen this evening, nor at any other time.

“Facility stability confirmed,” an engineer called out. “We’re ready to introduce phases one and two.”

Dharma nodded. “Initiate Phase Three.”

A few heads turned around. Phase Three wasn’t on the schedule, but no one questioned Henry Dharma. His reputation was solid, and the leaders in quantum mechanics saw him as a brilliant prospect. If he said there was a reason for initiating a phase three run, everyone assumed he had already calculated the risks.

If only they knew the truth.

The collider came to life as electricity flowed through the massive ring, the vibrations so subtle they could almost be mistaken for the adjustment of a chair's seatback. On the computer screens, particle pathways were depicted as being in their customary, anticipated tight spirals.

“Dr. Dharma,” said his colleague, Dr. Michelle Sims, “These numbers you’re inputting, you’re pushing the collision frequency beyond the safe tolerance threshold.”

“I know,” he said softly. “That’s the point.”

Michelle frowned. “The point?”

Dharma leaned over the console and typed in the numbers he had memorized months ago, a sequence of figures no one else knew existed. It was something authored during a preliminary experiment he'd participated in several years prior. An experiment that was classified, buried, and officially condemned.

The screen flashed: BACKDOOR GATE INITIATED.

Michelle’s voice rang out. “Henry, what the hell are you doing?”

“Looking,” he whispered back.

And then the first of several alarms began to scream throughout the complex.

A violent spike appeared in the data stream, showing values that should have been impossible to reach. The collider’s sensors registered a fluctuation in the spacetime construct itself. A distortion or tear in the Matrix was occurring.

The lights dimmed in the control room, and the engineers looked at one another as the floor began to shake underneath their feet.

“Shut it down!” Michelle yelled. Her heartbeat increased. She took a step toward the glass observation window. A white light appeared and quickly widened, expanding into something resembling a slit.

Through that tiny opening, darkness looked back, and in that darkness were eyes, hundreds of them, watching her and observing the others in attendance from another place foreign to the one where they were experiencing reality.

The room fell completely silent. No one breathed.

The eyes weren’t human. They weren’t anything born of this universe. They shifted back and forth, curiously looking and observing what lay before them.

The slit widened a bit.

Michelle stumbled backward. “Dear God, they’re looking at us,” she said.

Dharma whispered. “No, they’ve always been looking, Michelle, but now they can see.”

The slit in the Matrix suddenly closed and disappeared. The lights in the complex returned to full strength as the collider's vibration began to lessen. The technicians had shut down the operation. Soon, the alarms that had been active in the control room were silent.

Michelle stared at Henry, horrified. “You opened something you shouldn’t have, maybe something you can’t close.”

Henry didn’t look at her. Instead, he looked straight ahead through the safety glass that separated the technicians and scientists from the collider’s machinery, where the tear in the Matrix had formed and then vanished from sight seconds ago. 

“Not something,” he said. “Someone!” Henry removed the unauthorized code from the controller’s memory banks and forced the system into hibernation mode. The evidence of the event was completely erased. The witnesses attending the experiment hadn’t yet realized the damage they had unleashed.

But Michelle Sims knew they had opened a gate, and on the other side, someone was watching and had taken notice of humanity!
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Chapter 1 - The Flicker in Reality – February 2028

[image: ]




Dr. Jennifer Ross walked across the sidewalk that led to the physics building at Hamilton University. It had been a quiet, no-nonsense Monday morning in early February. When things were running this smoothly, it usually meant there would be a righting mechanism somewhere down the line that would disrupt her daily schedule with immeasurable chaos. But maybe she’d be wrong about this idea. Perhaps the day would continue without any major hiccups.

The physics building on the Hamilton campus was one of many beautiful complexes built of large granite stones. It was an Old-World building that had been generously donated to the school by the Robert Hamilton family in the mid-1800s.

As Jennifer climbed the stone steps, a coffee mug still steaming in one hand and her other clutching a brown leather briefcase, she noticed the distant sky had an unusual appearance. She couldn’t place her finger on what was odd; she just knew that something was off. 

Making her way through the hallways, she passed many students, wrapped in scarves and heavy winter attire, shuffling by.

The cold morning temperature helped clear Jennifer’s mind. It was what she needed before entering Fagan Hall, the large 500-seat lecture stadium where she taught her 9 am physics course.

It would be, she reminded herself, just another day of guiding undergraduate students through the maze of quantum mechanics, which was a kind of intellectual escape room. Sometimes it was more like one of those escape rooms where people paid a few hundred dollars to solve a collection of puzzles to get out on a Saturday night excursion with friends. For some students, however, there was no escape from this course, and the subject matter quickly humbled them.

When Jennifer entered the lecture hall, the base of her neck tingled. It was akin to stepping through the long-forgotten construction of a spider's web that the janitorial staff might have missed during their regular cleanup detail.

Jennifer paused for a few seconds and looked to see if she’d passed through something in the entrance doorway, but to her dismay, there was no creepy spider web visible in the door’s threshold.

Jennifer chalked it up to pure exhaustion, having slept only four hours again. Her dreams had been weird lately, too: odd shapes, repeating patterns that formed and disappeared rapidly. It was undoubtedly all tied to the stresses of academia and being one of the top experts in the country in her field.

She pushed the weirdness in her life aside. Today, she was determined to be fully present and in top presenting form for her students.

The lecture hall was already nearly full. Students were focused on their open laptops, some of them discussing class notes from previous sessions. A few students glanced up and smiled as she entered, but most were self-absorbed in what they were doing and didn’t notice her presence as she took her place behind the tall lectern where she conducted her class.

Jennifer placed her coffee mug on the podium and turned on the large overhead projector that displayed her class notes on a huge screen behind her. The familiar sound of machinery settled her nerves. She liked the fact that technology, when built correctly, behaved predictably and worked for the most part.

The 38-year-old’s soft brown eyes were framed by gentle-looking eyelashes, and her mouth often curved into a beautiful smile when a brilliant idea sparked in her gifted mind. Jennifer’s brunette hair, which fell loosely to her shoulders, made her look both beautiful and intelligent when she was in deep thought, trying to solve an important calculation.

Her tablet vibrated with a series of notifications from the physics lab’s monitoring system. She silently stopped the electronic commotion without looking. Whatever her detectors had flagged during the previous night could wait until after she conducted her class. The students needed their weekly dose of quantum strangeness, and she needed the mental distraction. Class was about to begin.

Jennifer began the session with her usual confident tone.

“Superposition,” she began, writing the word on the digital board, “is often misunderstood. It’s not that a particle is in two places at once. It’s that it is in a probabilistic state that doesn’t commit to a single outcome until measurement forces its hand.”

She paced slowly, casting her gaze out across the lecture hall, trying to gauge the level of comprehension or the lack thereof from the expressions of the students staring back at her.

“Reality is statistical. It’s uncertain and incomplete until observed.”

A few students nodded. Most of them stared at Jennifer blankly.

Jennifer didn’t take it personally. Quantum mechanics had a way of shutting down egos fast. It reminded people, gently or otherwise, that their intuitions about universal existence were often much different from reality and what they’d been previously led to believe.

She turned back to her tablet to advance the slide and suddenly froze.

A quantum field readout icon in the corner of her tablet’s screen flickered. She refreshed the application, but nothing changed.

The data she was looking at didn’t make a lick of sense, for certain.

She blinked hard.

The numbers flickered on her screen once again, just for a heartbeat, before settling back to where they shouldn't be.

Jennifer’s chest tightened a bit. She tapped on the diagnostic icon, pretending to check her notes so the students in front of her wouldn’t notice the professor’s sudden shift in focus. The readout did not return to baseline. Instead, it drifted half a percentage point lower. Then it spiked higher. Then dropped lower again, vacillating in a slow rhythmic pattern, completely out of line with the expected or anticipated quantum fluctuations of the lab sensors.

It was the same weirdness she had observed the previous Friday.

She’d flagged and recorded the event before the weekend and was planning to investigate the readings after her Monday morning class.

But this appeared to be more than a glitch or some icon diagnostic error.

Jennifer’s finger hovered over the recalibration key. She decided to leave it alone for the moment and continue with the lecture.

Soft conversations from the stadium seats began to echo out across the classroom. The students had noticed Jennifer’s attention being distracted from the presentation.

Suddenly, without warning, a thunderous boom was heard in the distance from outside the walls of Fagan Hall.

Jennifer looked up.

Every student in the room stared toward the tall windows lining the left wall. Some stood. Others grabbed their phones.

“What, what is that?” someone whispered.

Jennifer stepped away from the lectern.

At first, she thought it was sunlight refracting oddly through the glass. Except there was no sunlight. It was an overcast morning.

The flicker in the sky was faint, like a surreal-looking translucent curtain. It seemed to hang above the entire campus from Jennifer’s vantage point, hovering in the air as though suspended from nothing.

Then it seemed to twist in the heavens as if it were folding in on itself.

A three-dimensional wave moved across the atmosphere, and as it did so, it somehow began to bend light into angles that seemed impossible.

Jennifer’s chest tightened even more so than before.

Everything suddenly looked wrong! This didn’t come across as a natural phenomenon. It certainly didn’t resemble anything remotely close to what nature was capable of.

The strange effect in the sky pulsed again, this time much brighter. Students backed away from the windows. A few dropped their phones; the devices' impact on the floor clattered loudly, startling several others.

Jennifer felt her heart begin to race even faster.
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