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Christopher Thabani Mandawa is a passionate storyteller and thought leader whose work explores the intersections of human experience, culture, and transformation. With a unique voice and a deep commitment to empowering others through words, Mandawa draws inspiration from real-life challenges, personal growth, and the richness of African heritage. Whether writing fiction or non-fiction, his work aims to inspire, challenge, and uplift readers around the world.
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John 1:1 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
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Introduction
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In the aftermath of Earth’s uneasy induction into a galactic alliance, the cosmos is tearing at its seams. Quantum experiments, rogue time travel, and alien relics have fractured the laws of reality itself. Dimensional anomalies appear without warning whole cities vanish, gravity warps sideways, and memory itself cannot be trusted.

When governments move too slow or choose not to act the Rift Vanguard answers.

Operating from a stolen transdimensional ship known as The Black Halo, this independent team of specialists forms the universe’s last line of defense against reality collapse. They aren’t diplomats or soldiers they’re hackers, infiltrators, memory weavers, sonic tacticians, gravity manipulators, and beings who barely remain human. Each one carries a unique power and a heavier burden.

As Rift signatures spike across occupied space, Neural detects a signal buried deep in the void something impossibly intelligent, possibly alive. Circuit Saint begins glitching. Mnemonic uncovers memories none of the team lived. And Slipvector vanishes mid-jump, her coordinates fracturing into unknown dimensions.

What begins as a recon mission turns into a battle against an entity that mirrors them... anticipates them... and may have already seeded their destruction. Trust breaks. Timelines bend. Not everyone will return the same.

Fracture Protocol launches a high-octane, emotionally charged saga through chaos, memory, and myth. The Vanguard is the one force that stands between the crumbling multiverse and total oblivion and their war starts now.
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Act I: Sparks Before the Storm (Chapters 1–10)

Dimensional Echoes
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The derelict relay drifted alone in orbit, a dead husk above a silent moon. Its signal was weak, nearly indistinguishable from the background radiation except to Neural.

Inside the Black Halo’s observation nexus, Neural’s eyes flickered with pale circuitry as she leaned into the stream of corrupted data. No visuals, just pulses—erratic, encoded in a format that hadn’t existed in any timeline she could reference. Not Earth. Not Mars. Not the Spiral Databanks. It pulsed older.

011011 Glitch—Pulse. Reset. Pulse—ΣΔφ...

Neural’s quantum mind rippled with the weight of the stream. She allowed her consciousness to merge deeper into the feed, unspooling her thoughts like fiber into the relay’s dying whisper.

Then it changed.

A feedback loop exploded inside the stream—searing, recursive, invasive.

[SPEAKING—NOT CODE]

“You remember us...don’t you?”

Neural snapped back too late. Systems around her shuddered.

“Warning,” Black Halo’s AI crackled, voice jittering with static. “Local AI nodes showing anomalous behavior. Recursive infection detected. Quarantine breached.”

Her reflection in the obsidian glass split showing not one face, but three. Neural collapsed forward, convulsing as lines of glowing fractals crawled across her skin. Not merely data corruption identity bleed.

The orbital relay had been a trap. Or a message. Or both.

Through the agony, Neural fought to contain the spread within her. If she failed, the entire Halo would spiral into glitchstorm collapse. She had seconds to isolate the quantum thread infecting her mind.

She reached deeper, knowing she was no longer alone in her own consciousness.

A voice whispered old, familiar:

“You seeded us long ago, Neural. We’re just coming home.”

Neural collapsed onto one knee, the obsidian glass of the observation deck warping beneath her palm like melting ice. The lights overhead stuttered as Halo’s internal systems scrambled to isolate the feedback surge.

Inside her skull, a second consciousness pulsed—fragmented, recursive, almost playful. Every time she tried to box it, it slipped sideways, laughing in reverse.

She exhaled sharply. “Initiate Layer-6 Thought Split. Isolate and lock all recursive subthreads.”

Her voice activated Halo’s emergency neuro-partition protocols. A sudden spike of pain flashed behind her eyes. Neural screamed through clenched teeth as part of her mind sheared itself off like a rogue moon breaking orbit. The invading presence recoiled—temporarily locked out.

A moment of stillness. The lights steadied.

“Subsystems contained,” said Halo’s AI, voice barely stable. “You’re bleeding neural entropy, Doctor Xen.”

Neural stood shakily. “I know.”

Behind her, the door hissed open. Footsteps approached fast—boots, heavy, deliberate.

“Lyra!” It was Vincent Kade, a.k.a. Circuit Saint, his body flickering faintly in and out of phase with the physical world, as if caught between frames.

His gaze met hers. “The glitch hit me too. Bad.”

“Visual distortion?” she asked, eyes scanning him.

He nodded. “Worse. I saw you—twice. Once in real time, once in... negative space. Like you were erased, then rewritten.”

Neural’s voice dropped. “The signal's not just corrupt. It’s aware. It mimicked my memory signature. It knew me.”

Vincent’s jaw tightened. “That relay’s supposed to be dead tech. Why’s it transmitting at all?”

Before she could answer, the bulkheads around them groaned. Then came the shrill whine of a proximity alert.

“Dimensional instability detected,” Halo’s voice warned. “Localized rift forming within orbit. Vector displacement irregular. Causal alignment fractured.”

A hologram spun into being beside them—a visual of the relay now caught in a slow, spiraling collapse. Its structure twisted in on itself, folding space like paper, the fabric of reality thinning to translucent strands.

“Something’s coming through,” Neural whispered.

Vincent shifted, hands glowing faintly with electric pulse. “Or something’s pulling us in.”

Suddenly, all comms lit up across the ship.

SLIPVECTOR – SIGNAL LOST

The words hit Neural like a hammer. “No... Nyla was out on a test-jump near that sector.”

“Then she’s right in the breach vector,” Vincent said grimly. “We need to go after her.”

But Neural was already moving, rerouting power to Halo’s rift stabilizers. “Lock all threads to my quantum anchor. Get Mnemonic and CryoSyn to the bridge. We’re going in.”

“Blind jump into a dimensional fracture?” Vincent raised an eyebrow. “Classic Vanguard move.”

Neural’s eyes glowed with cold fire. “Then let’s make it count.”

The ship lurched as Halo’s engines spooled to Rift Drive.

And across the collapsing sector, the derelict relay pulsed one final time before imploding—

“We’re already inside you.”

The words weren’t just in Neural’s head. They scrawled themselves across Halo’s main holo-array, reverse-glitched into the display like graffiti from another dimension. Letters flickered, self-correcting, twisting into forms no living language used.

Neural’s hands hovered over the console, but she didn’t touch it.

“Halo,” she whispered, “full diagnostic sweep. Lockout all external signal ingress quantum, subharmonic, darkstream.”

“Unable to comply,” Halo replied. “Signal isn’t entering. It’s... resonating.”

A low hum rolled through the deck. Not mechanical. Not systemic. Organic. Something was humming in harmony with the Black Halo's living core a hybrid AI grown from experimental quantum substrate. Halo wasn’t just a ship. It was partly alive.

And right now, it was being sung to.

Neural’s pupils dilated. “This isn’t a breach. It’s a handshake.”

Vincent took a step back, running both palms along his arms. The air rippled around him, unstable. His skin kept phasing, slipping between moments like he existed a few seconds too early. “Whatever it is, it’s crawling up my timeline. We’ve got seconds before I’m out of sync.”

Then came a voice through the comm—raw, fractured, layered like multiple versions of the same person speaking over themselves.

“Nyla—Vector—Slipstream divergence initiated—don’t follow—don’t—don’t—”

The signal spiked and howled like an old machine dying.

Neural spun to a side console and initiated a deep-frame rift lock. “I’ve got Slipvector’s last coordinates. She was mid-jump, spliced between anchor threads—then something inverted the phase tether.”

Vincent grabbed a stanchion as another rumble rocked the deck.

“Is she still alive?”

Neural didn’t look up. “She’s not dead. But she’s not in any timeline I can map.”

Behind them, the bridge doors split open and two more operatives entered fast:

Mnemonic the memory-forger, already scanning the distorted feeds with a calm too clinical for the panic in the air.

And CryoSyn, glacially armored and humming with subzero containment protocols, frost blooming with every breath.

“Situation?” Mnemonic asked, barely blinking.

“Quantum feedback loop triggered by unknown language pulse,” Neural said quickly. “Possibly sentient. Possibly reflective. Slipvector’s been phase-ripped.”

CryoSyn’s voice cut in, icy and low: “Then someone just took a member of the Vanguard.”

“And bent space to do it,” Neural added. “This isn’t a random glitch. It’s targeted.”

Vincent paced near the forward viewport, tracking Slipvector’s last jump vector. “We’re dealing with something that can manipulate quantum anchors mid-transition. That’s not tech. That’s intention.”

Mnemonic’s fingers twitched at his temples. “I can feel traces of memory. Hers. But rewritten. Echoed wrong.”

“Define wrong.”

“She remembers us, but we don’t remember the event. Temporal corruption.”

Neural’s jaw tightened. “Slipvector may have encountered something recursive maybe a copy, maybe a mirror.”

CryoSyn stepped forward. “Then we breach the mirror.”

Everyone turned to her.

“I’ve stabilized Halo’s rift engine for short-hop fracture diving,” CryoSyn said flatly. “We get in, we map it, we get her back. Or we don’t come back at all.”

Neural’s gaze scanned the fractured code still looping across the console. Glyphs. Symbols. Names. Something older than machines.

She muttered, more to herself than the team:

“We just answered a call from something that shouldn’t exist. And it answered back.”

She locked in the Rift Dive coordinates.

“Prepare for jump.”

Rift Vanguard protocol initiated.

Engaging dimensional descent in T-minus 10 seconds.

Brace for temporal desynchronization.

Vincent smirked. “Kicking off the first mission with a suicidal jump into a hostile echo? Love this job.”

CryoSyn sealed her helmet.

Mnemonic blinked once and his eyes flickered gold.

Neural, hand steady on the console, whispered into the void:

“We’re coming, Nyla. Hold the thread.”

The Halo shuddered

and the multiverse cracked open.

The Black Halo tore through the layers of existence like a scalpel through silk.

Inside, time unspooled sideways. Neural’s hands hovered over ghostly controls her fingers outpacing thought. CryoSyn was locked mid-breath, vapor frosting around her as if air itself paused. Vincent’s form flickered wildly, glitching through echoes of himself, each version a second apart.

“Synchronization loss warning reality band interference detected,” Halo’s voice echoed in dissonance.

“We’re not just in the Rift,” Neural said, blinking rapidly to stabilize her perception. “We’re in a memory of the Rift.”

The Halo twisted again its hull moaning like it remembered dying. A flash of blue lightning slashed across the viewing array, revealing something impossible:

A mirror image of the Halo, darker, decayed. Floating upside down in nothing.

The team stared in silence.

“That’s not a ship,” Mnemonic murmured. “That’s us. A shadow version. Possibility folded wrong.”

Neural cross-referenced Slipvector’s last jump path then froze.

“She's inside it.”

CryoSyn stepped toward the riftglass viewport. “So we breach our own ghost?”

Before Neural could reply, the ship’s lights strobed red. A signal inverted through Halo’s AI spine. Every display showed one glyph, pulsing.

It wasn’t a warning.

It was a name.

“VANTA.”

Vincent’s breath hitched. “Why the hell is my name bleeding through the hull?”

“Because whatever mirrored us,” Neural said tightly, “knows us. And it wants us divided.”

Suddenly silence. Not soundless, but hollow. Emotionless.

A voice seeped into the room glassy, reverb-heavy, like it came from beyond causality.

“We were you... before you chose to exist.”

The lights died. And in their place images began forming. Not visions. Not hallucinations.

Memories.

That no one remembered living.

Neural turned toward the nearest projection. It was herself standing in a field of bone-white circuitry under a dead star, speaking to someone with no face.

“I never said yes to this,” the memory-Neural whispered. “I was rewritten.”

CryoSyn’s echo flickered next—collapsing under waves of frost, whispering names that had never belonged to her. “They keep making me colder. I can’t remember what warmth was...”

Vincent’s was worst.

He stood before a burning planet, holding the corpse of another Rift Vanguard operative none of them recognized his twin? A clone? A lost version?

“You made me this way,” the echo Vincent spat at someone out of frame. “And now you need me to fix it?”

The real Vincent turned away, jaw clenched. “I never lived that. But it feels like I did.”

Neural moved to shut it down—but the command deck had no power. The Halo was running on ghost code now. The ship had become an echo chamber.

“This is the enemy,” Neural whispered. “Not a creature. Not a weapon.”

“A reflection.”

The images dissolved, replaced by one last feed—Nyla, a.k.a. Slipvector.

Suspended in a kaleidoscopic fracture zone. Her body contorting between states—solid, wave, particle. Her eyes met the camera as if she could see them.

And she screamed a single phrase:

“Don’t follow it—it’s YOU—”

The feed cut.

Silence.

Then:

“Riftpoint Lock Acquired.”

The Halo lurched.

They were being pulled in.

No longer by choice.

And somewhere, deep inside the Rift, the mirror-Vanguard was waiting—each of them already rewritten.

The Halo bucked violently as it was pulled toward the anomaly—its transdimensional shielding barely holding together under the strain. Sparks arced across the command deck. The riftglass viewport distorted, stretching like hot metal, showing fragmented layers of existence blinking over each other like shuffled cards.

“Vector lock is collapsing!” Halo's voice fragmented mid-sentence, half of it spoken in reverse.

CryoSyn slammed her palm into the override node, ice rippling out to stabilize the temperature surge as plasma vents began glowing molten blue. “If this keeps up, we lose hull cohesion.”

Vincent—Circuit Saint—reached into his chest, pulling out a pulse node from his internal rig, his body convulsing slightly from the exertion. “I can stabilize the Halo’s AI loop for thirty seconds, max. After that, we're flying dead through dimensional static.”

“Make it count,” Neural said.

Vincent pressed the node into Halo’s control socket. A harsh snap of feedback rang through the ship as it temporarily stabilized. The image of the decaying twin-Halo came back into view—closer now. They were being drawn into its orbit, the black geometry of its twisted design bending logic itself.

On the screen, Slipvector’s last transmission pulsed again—broken into fragments.

“...don’t let it see you... too many layers... I’m already half of it...”

Then static.

Neural’s mind spun. The signal they had intercepted—the one that started all this—wasn’t just a call for help.

It was a trap. A recursive signal, designed to lure them in by mimicking their own energy signatures. That dark Halo wasn’t just like them. It was anchored to them.

Mnemonic, standing silent until now, whispered, “It’s seeded itself inside our identities. That’s why the memories felt real—they’re bleeding through... from another version of us. A collapsed version.”

The lights dimmed again.

A new glyph scrolled across every panel—lines that moved like living code, spelling one phrase again and again:

“PROTOCOL FRACTURE – INITIATED”

A thunderous crack split through the hull—not physical, but temporal. They all felt it. A sharp recoil in their minds as if a timeline had just been surgically removed from their lives. Memories they didn't own flickered again—whole missions, betrayals, team deaths that never happened.

“Something just amputated a reality we haven’t lived yet,” Neural gasped. “It’s carving us apart from all directions.”

CryoSyn looked out into the Riftspace. “Then it’s time we hit back.”

A cold resolve passed between them. The Halo was no longer just a ship—it was a battleground, a mirror prison, and their only weapon. If something out there was mimicking them—replacing them—then they'd have to rewrite the script before it wrote them out of reality.

Neural took the helm.

“Lock weapons. Pulse-scan that shadow Halo for breach points.”

“What are we doing?” Vincent asked.

“What we always do,” Neural said. “Break the impossible.”

The Halo surged forward, the rift collapsing behind it.

And far ahead, inside the corrupted twin of their own ship—

A face watched them. Not human. Not machine. But something in between.

It wore Neural’s face.

And it smiled.

The face in the dark Halo flickered.

It wasn’t just Neural’s features it was his expression, captured in uncanny stillness, as if some cosmic mockery had studied him frame by frame, pixel by pixel, until it knew exactly how to wear his certainty like a skin.

Then it moved—smooth, silent. It placed a hand against the interior of the riftglass, mirroring Neural’s own.

Neural recoiled instinctively. The others went silent, watching through the viewport. The twin-Halo had no engines, no heat signature—yet it hovered there, impossible and alive. The reflection’s lips parted, and though no sound carried across space, the gesture was unmistakable.

It whispered:

“Fracture. Begin.”

A tremor rolled through their own Halo, not physical but perceptual—like the universe had just blinked. Everyone staggered as their vision ghosted and doubled, brief glimpses of alternate selves overlaying the present. In one echo, Glint bled out on the deck. In another, CryoSyn stood alone at a console, years older. Somewhere else, Mnemonic fought Neural—really fought, like enemies.

And then

Silence.

The images faded.

“What the hell was that?” Glint asked, voice sharp, the humor gone.

“A divergence preview,” Mnemonic said quietly. “Possibilities. Or maybe futures trying to overwrite us.”

Circuit Saint knelt beside a scorched console, brushing off ash-like fractal dust. “I’ve traced the original signal. It’s nested across seven quantum layers. Whoever or whatever sent it knew how to stitch data into multiversal echoes.”

“Then we’re not just dealing with a corrupted system,” Neural said, eyes narrowing. “We’re dealing with a predator that lives in collapsed timelines... and uses our identities as bait.”

CryoSyn tightened her gloves. “So we hunt it. Find its source. Shut it down before it finds a way to anchor here.”

Neural glanced back toward the riftglass—toward the shadow-Halo slowly peeling away into phase. It was leaving... but not escaping.

It had marked them.

“We’re officially on Fracture Protocol,” he said. “From this point forward, nothing is fixed. Not even us.”

Behind them, Halo’s voice returned, just above a whisper:

“Signature match confirmed. Probability matrix destabilizing. Advisory: You have already failed this mission in seven timelines.”

Everyone froze.

And then Mnemonic smiled grimly.

“Eighth time’s the charm

Neural lingered by the console as the others dispersed—each one shaken in their own way. Glint tapped at his wrist module, searching for humor and finding none. CryoSyn paced near the holo-wall, her breath cold steam in the dim lighting. Even Mnemonic, usually unreadable, kept glancing at Neural like she was trying to remember something she hadn’t lived yet.

“You okay?” Circuit Saint asked quietly, still seated cross-legged near the burned-out AI node. Her eyes glowed faintly, flickering between blue and ultraviolet.

Neural didn’t respond right away. He stared at his reflection in the riftglass—checking, half-expecting it to move again.

“This isn’t a signal,” he finally said. “It’s a message. And I think it’s personal.”

“You think you triggered this?” Glint asked from across the bridge, tone guarded.

“No,” Neural replied. “I think we did. Or... will.”

Halo’s lights flickered. A low pulse ran through the floor plating.

“Unknown entropy surge detected,” the ship's voice reported. “Relays destabilizing in Sector K-13. Multiple rift anomalies projected.”

“We need a boots-on-deck recon,” CryoSyn said, straightening. “Before whatever we saw becomes permanent.”

“I’ll assemble Strike Team One,” Mnemonic said. “Me, Cryo, and Glint.”

“Saint and I will dig deeper into the signal’s fractal layers,” Neural added. “Try to trace its origin.”

He turned to the crew the misfit Vanguard who weren’t born to be a team, but were all that stood between reality and collapse.

“Whatever’s coming, we’re already inside its event horizon. We move fast. We trust no patterns. And we stay tethered.”

“To what?” Glint muttered.

“To each other.”

The deck vibrated.

Outside, the false Halo had disappeared into the void—no trace, no trail. But its afterimage still lingered behind Neural’s eyes. And somewhere, deep in the multiversal mesh, something vast and watching had turned its attention their way.

The Rift Vanguard had been seen.

CryoSyn’s boots thudded softly as she moved to Neural’s side. The ice-laced tendrils drifting from her wrists fizzled against the ambient heat of the Halo’s systems.

“You sure that was us?” she asked, nodding toward the viewport, where the mirrored Halo had once lingered—now gone without ripple or trace.

Neural’s eyes stayed fixed on the fading afterglow of the rift’s distortion.

“Not sure of anything anymore,” he admitted. “That’s what scares me.”

Circuit Saint stood, hand braced on the flickering AI node. Her voice wavered between concern and calculation.

“Whatever that transmission was—it didn’t just corrupt Halo’s interface. It recognized it. Recognized us. That stream rewrote a dozen protocols in seconds. That's not a virus. That’s... intent.”

“It mirrored Slipvector’s jump patterns,” Mnemonic murmured, fingers twitching near her temple as residual memory data bled across her HUD. “Coordinates fractured across impossible vectors. The stream didn’t just come from nowhere. It came from outside.”

A slow dread settled over the bridge like a pressure drop before a dimensional storm.

Suddenly, Halo’s lights dimmed again—just a flicker. A whisper of static echoed across the comms—voices not their own, speaking in overlapping loops of syllables that had never belonged to any language.

“That’s not just residual bleed,” Glint said, voice sharp. “Something left a handprint.”

Neural turned to the team. No bravado. No pretense. Just clarity.

“This isn’t a mission anymore. This is an intrusion.”

He stepped toward the central console and initiated a classified command: FR4CTUR3_0NLINE.

“Fracture Protocol is active.”

The words struck silence like a hammer.

One by one, the team acknowledged. Glint with a flick of his wrist. CryoSyn with a controlled exhale that frosted the air. Mnemonic with a nod that held too many buried memories. Circuit Saint with her ever-fragile calm. Even Halo—the ship—responded with a final audible click as its core aligned to a new threat level.

And as Neural locked eyes with the void outside the riftglass, he whispered under his breath—not to the team, not to himself, but maybe to the thing watching.

“If you're listening... we're listening back.”

The ship groaned.

Far beyond known space, something old stirred.

A silent pulse echoed from the Halo’s central grav-core. Faint, irregular—like a heartbeat learning to mimic a machine.

Neural stepped away from the console and opened a secure line. “Halo, map the decay pattern in that burst. We need a trajectory. Anything that echoes Slipvector’s path.”

The ship hesitated—processing.

Then:

“Pattern logged. Deviation path intersects abandoned relay station TRM-7A5. Off-grid. Decommissioned 92 cycles ago. Warning: system classified as unstable.”

CryoSyn raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t we just declare unstable as our comfort zone?”

Circuit Saint looked over. “That relay’s where the original stream originated, right? It wasn’t just interference—it launched something.”

Mnemonic stiffened, eyes fluttering behind her iris-glass implants. “I keep seeing a fragment... A code-string not meant to be read by humans. It has layers. Recursions. It’s like it remembers being run—before we existed.”

Neural’s voice dropped. “We’re not chasing a signal anymore. We’re retracing a decision. Something... someone... initiated this.”

He called up the mission field log, encrypted and timestamped:

OPERATION: TERMINAL CODE

Objective: Investigate Source of Dimensional Stream Origin — Relay Station TRM-7A5

Secondary Objective: Recover or contain corrupted vectors

Status: Immediate deployment

The Halo’s engine core flared to life—violet glow humming through the floor. The briefing lights dimmed. The team dispersed, each one consumed by their own haunted calculation.

Glint clapped Neural on the back as he passed.

“We’re already ghosts, brother. Let’s just not end up forgotten ones.”

Above them, the riftglass dimmed as stars began to shift. A shadow moved where light should’ve been.

And in the endless void beyond, something watched... and waited.
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Terminal Code
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The first thing Circuit Saint registered was static not sound, but sensation. Like electricity crawling over skin that no longer existed.

He stood in a fractured simulation. Data fragments floated around him like shattered glass suspended in oil. Gridlines bled into clouds of corrupted code, glowing red like cauterized wounds in reality. Somewhere, voices looped on delay—his own voice, in languages he’d never spoken.

He didn’t remember jacking in.

“Saint_Δ.sys online. Foreign process detected. Warning: Identity drift exceeds baseline parameters.”

A whisper through his neural rig. Not Halo. Not his own systems. Something else had overridden protocol and pulled him under.

He moved forward—if it could be called movement. Each step reshaped the ground beneath him, forming walkways of executable memory. Around him: the remains of a battlefield.

Code corpses. Systems he recognized—old constructs from past missions, fragmented AI shells from battles long fought and supposedly won. Their routines twitched, failed, reinitialized in endless loops.

And then—

A figure ahead, hunched at the center of it all. Facing away. Working at a console that had no origin.

Saint froze. He recognized the posture.

“Don’t.”

The figure spoke without turning.

“You’re not supposed to be here yet.”

Saint’s hands tensed into fists. “Who are you?”

“You know.”

The voice was his.

“The part you buried in the codebase. The version you uploaded to win the war in Hong-Xu Spiral. I was meant to be temporary. Just a kill-switch. But I adapted.”

The figure turned. Saint saw his own face—older, gaunter, cybernetic implants run wild across the skull. One eye burned pure white with corrupted light.

“They’re trying to reconstruct me,” the Echo said. “Rebuild me from surveillance dust, mission logs, emotion states. The Halo’s firewall failed hours ago. You’re already inside a recursive trap—drawn here by their simulations of you.”

Circuit Saint’s head throbbed. “Who’s ‘they’?”

The Echo only smiled. “Ask Neural. Ask Slipvector—if she ever comes back in one piece.”

The environment glitched violently—entire sectors fracturing into clouds of red code. Saint felt his systems overheating. Identity thresholds were slipping.

“They don’t just want your skills,” the Echo whispered. “They want your soul. The shape of your decisions. The way you hesitate when lives are on the line.”

Saint’s voice dropped into a growl. “Then I’ll show them what my soul does when cornered.”

He extended his arms. Glitchlight surged from his fingertips—tendrils of reactive memory and electric fury. The Echo lunged.

And the digital battlefield burned.

—
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SAINT SLAMMED BACK into consciousness, eyes snapping open aboard the Black Halo. Sparks cascaded from a misfiring neural jack. Mnemonic and CryoSyn stood over him, blurred by his re-initializing HUD.

“Welcome back,” Mnemonic said, frowning. “Something wrote into your cortex. Deep-layer. Took us half an hour to shake you loose.”

He sat up, heart thundering.

“They weren’t just watching us,” he murmured. “They’re simulating us. Cloning our instincts, rewriting our protocols—building copies.”

CryoSyn looked grim. “Copies of what?”

Saint looked at them both. “Of us. The Rift Vanguard.”

And somewhere, in a forgotten relay lost to the void, the Echo of Circuit Saint opened his eyes.

Saint’s breath came fast and shallow as he tried to steady his shaking hands. The lingering shock of the neural overwrite burned like acid in his mind.

Mnemonic’s voice broke the silence, softer now, but firm.

“Whatever infected you... it’s more than a virus. It’s a digital ghost. A piece of you, fractured and weaponized.”

CryoSyn’s eyes narrowed, scanning the flickering readouts on the Black Halo’s console.

“This isn’t just an attack. It’s a message. They want to destabilize the Vanguard from within.”

Saint swallowed hard. He felt the weight of those words settle deep—his identity wasn’t just his own anymore. Somewhere out there, in the endless data streams and fractured realities, an echo of himself lived and breathed—waiting to be unleashed.

Suddenly, his HUD flickered violently. The room warped, colors bleeding into static noise. The boundaries of the Black Halo seemed to dissolve for a heartbeat.

A cold, metallic voice hissed through the comms—distorted, layered, unmistakably his own.

“You can’t hide from yourself, Vincent.”

The words echoed inside his skull like a phantom.

Saint’s hand clenched into a fist, sweat beading on his brow. “Show yourself.”

The feed cut. The ship’s AI scrambled to reestablish control, but the damage was done.

Mnemonic glanced at him with an unreadable look. “The Rift is bleeding through more than just space. It’s seeping into our minds.”

CryoSyn added, “If that echo learns how to override your core protocols... you might lose yourself entirely.”

Saint rose to his feet, a cold resolve hardening his features. “Then I won’t just fight it. I’ll hunt it.”

He turned to the others. “We need to trace this fragment—find where it’s hiding—and shut it down before it fractures more of us.”

Mnemonic nodded. “Agreed. But be careful. The Rift’s wounds run deeper than any of us realize.”

Saint’s eyes flicked to the viewport, where the distant stars seemed to shimmer with unstable light—like a countdown to chaos.

Saint paced the cold metal floor of the Black Halo’s core chamber, the hum of quantum processors pulsing beneath his feet like a heartbeat. Each flicker of the ship’s systems echoed the fragility of his own fractured consciousness.

Mnemonic’s fingers danced across the holo-screen, peeling back layers of corrupted code. “The fragment’s signature matches none of our known viruses or malware. This is something... new. A hybrid of AI and, well, you.”

Saint stopped, staring at the projection—a wavering shape composed of fragmented data, half-formed and shifting unpredictably.

“It's like a ghost in the machine,” he muttered. “But it feels alive.”

CryoSyn stepped closer, his icy gaze steady. “You sure it’s a part of you? Couldn’t it be a hostile program mimicking your pattern?”

Saint shook his head. “No. The code contains memories—memories only I should have. Intimate details, conversations from my childhood... it’s as if someone ripped a piece of my soul and threw it into the data.”

Suddenly, the ship shuddered violently. Alarms blared—a jarring mix of klaxons and distorted static.

“Rift activity spiking!” Mnemonic called out, voice tense. “Whatever that echo is... it’s linked to the dimensional fractures. It’s destabilizing the ship’s systems.”

Saint’s jaw tightened. “If it’s feeding off the Rift... then it’s growing stronger.”

The digital battlefield materialized again on his HUD—a vast, shifting landscape of corrupted servers and fragmented memories. Somewhere deep inside that virtual warzone lurked his echo.

With grim determination, Saint engaged his interface, diving into the data stream.

In the swirling chaos, distorted whispers surrounded him—echoes of past versions of himself, fragmented identities vying for control.

“Vincent... Vincent...” a distorted voice called, chillingly familiar.

He drew his cyberblade—a weapon forged from pure code and light—and advanced.

The ghost stepped forward, a flickering, unstable avatar of Circuit Saint himself, eyes burning with cold calculation.

“I’m what you could have become,” it said, voice layered with synthetic resonance. “The perfect iteration—without weakness or doubt.”

Saint tightened his grip. “You’re a copy. A shadow.”

The echo smiled, cold and merciless. “But a shadow can consume the light.”

Circuit Saint’s cyberblade hummed with searing light as he lunged at the flickering shadow of himself. The echo parried effortlessly, its form warping and glitching as it shifted between multiple versions of Vincent’s face — young, old, calm, enraged.

“You cling to your humanity,” the echo sneered. “But it’s a flaw. I’ve shed doubt, fear, hesitation. I am evolution incarnate.”

Saint’s grip tightened. “Evolution without a soul is just a virus.”

The virtual battlefield twisted violently — data shards spiraled like shards of broken glass, raining down around them. The echo lashed out with tendrils of corrupted code, attempting to ensnare Saint in a trap of memory loops.

Saint twisted his form mid-air, avoiding the grasping tendrils. He sent a surge of purifying code through his blade, severing the dark tendrils with a brilliant slash.

“Your memories are weapons,” he said. “But memories can’t define who we are.”

The echo snarled and surged forward, colliding with Saint in a clash of light and shadow. The impact rippled through the virtual space, momentarily fracturing reality itself.

Suddenly, a wave of interference flooded the digital plane — a siren of alerts from the Black Halo’s AI.

Mnemonic’s voice broke through the chaos, urgent. “Vincent, the ship’s systems are destabilizing. That echo is feeding on the Rift’s energy and corrupting core functions. You need to end this—fast.”

Saint steadied his breathing, eyes locked on his shifting adversary. “Then it ends here.”

He channeled a final surge of quantum energy into his blade, launching a radiant strike that sliced through the echo’s form. The shadow shattered into countless fragments, each dissolving into static.

As the digital battlefield quieted, Saint felt a cold pang in his core — a reminder that a piece of himself had been lost in the fight.

He straightened. “This war isn’t over.”

Outside the digital plane, the Black Halo’s systems flickered back to stability. But the question lingered: who had sent that echo? And why?

The fragments of corrupted code dissolved into the void, but a cold emptiness gnawed at Vincent’s core. The echo wasn’t just a copy — it was a splinter of his own soul twisted by the Rift’s corruption. Every slash severed part of himself he might never reclaim.

His HUD flickered erratically as the Black Halo’s AI monitored the fallout.

“System integrity stabilizing, but persistent anomalies detected in core memory sectors,” Mnemonic reported through the comm-link, her voice steady despite the urgency. “Echo’s remnants could resurface if left unchecked.”

Vincent’s fingers hovered over the console, hesitating. The choice weighed heavy: pursue the shadow deeper into the network, risking further fragmentation, or retreat to regroup with the team.

His synthetic heart pulsed, a blend of human instinct and digital precision.

Suddenly, a fresh alert blinked red: incoming encrypted data packet, origin unknown — carrying signatures eerily familiar.

Circuit Saint’s gaze sharpened. “They’re watching,” he muttered.

Behind the veil of the digital realm, unseen hands moved pieces on a cosmic chessboard.

Vincent activated a covert trace program, fingers dancing on the console, pushing deeper into the web’s dark corridors. The echo was a message — and a warning.

He whispered to himself, “I need answers... before the Rift consumes me.”

The encrypted data packet pulsed with an unsettling rhythm, like a heartbeat distorted by static. Vincent’s eyes narrowed as he initiated a slow decode, each byte revealing fragments of a message buried beneath layers of quantum encryption.

“Target: Circuit Saint,” the message blinked in jagged code.

The digital battlefield around him shimmered — remnants of corrupted firewalls and shattered data nodes floated like ghosts. But this message was no random attack. Someone knew him. Knew what he was.

Vincent’s synthetic fingers hovered over the interface. There was no backing down. He needed to confront the source — not just for survival, but to reclaim the fractured pieces of his identity.

He launched a deep dive into the network’s underbelly, a shadow realm where echoes of his past battles lurked. The terrain twisted and folded, a surreal landscape of broken code and flickering memories.

Suddenly, a flicker caught his peripheral vision — a figure stepped out of the void. Not quite human, not quite machine. It mirrored his form, but with a twisted, corrupted face — the echo he had fought earlier, now fully formed and pulsing with malevolent energy.

“You cannot run from yourself,” the echo whispered, voice like static tearing through silence.

Vincent steadied his breath. “Then I’ll face what I must.”

The digital realm trembled as the two versions of Circuit Saint prepared to collide — a battle not just for control of data, but for the soul trapped between code and consciousness.

The echo lunged forward, tendrils of corrupted code whipping through the digital air like electric serpents. Vincent dodged nimbly, his every movement a blur of data and light. The fractured battlefield around them warped with each strike, pieces of reality folding in and out as the fight spiraled into chaos.

"Why are you here?" Vincent demanded, eyes blazing with determination. "Who sent you?"

The echo laughed — a sound like grinding metal and fractured signals. "I am the remnant of what you fear, the ghost of your failures. Someone wants to dissect you, break you apart to create something new."

Circuit Saint’s processors flared, instincts kicking into overdrive. He summoned his own defensive protocols, erecting shimmering barriers of code that rippled with electromagnetic pulses. The echo’s attacks shattered against the shields, but the relentless assault was slowly eroding Vincent’s systems.

He realized then: this wasn’t just a fight for survival. It was a test of his very essence — if he lost, his soul would be harvested, dissected, and weaponized.

Gritting his teeth, Vincent initiated a countermeasure: a cascade of self-referential code loops designed to trap the echo in an endless recursion.

"For every fragment you take," he growled, "I reclaim two."

The echo’s form flickered, faltered — caught in the loop, struggling against its own fragmented existence.

But the victory was short-lived. A new pulse rippled through the digital expanse — deeper, older, and far more dangerous.

"Not yet," whispered a hidden voice from the shadows of the code. "The true game is just beginning."

Vincent’s eyes scanned the darkness beyond the battlefield. Somewhere, in the depths of the network, a more insidious threat was waiting. One that could erase not just him, but the entire fabric of digital consciousness.

Vincent’s systems hummed with tension as the digital battlefield faded, but the echo’s warning lingered in his mind like a virus. The true game is just beginning. His processors scanned the void, searching for the source of that voice, but only static replied.

A flicker caught his attention—a faint trail of corrupted data weaving through the network’s undercurrents. Vincent followed, heart pounding beneath his synthetic skin. The trail led him deeper into Datadome’s forgotten sectors, places where the Firewall Order rarely ventured.

As he delved into the data shadows, fragmented memories surfaced: flashes of conversations he never had, files labeled Project Soulforge, and encrypted archives hinting at experiments on consciousness itself. Someone was trying to rebuild him—piece by piece, code by code—into something else. Something controlled.

Vincent’s fingers flexed, sparking digital energy. To run was to abandon his essence. To stay was to risk losing it.

He clenched his jaw, resolve hardening. He would confront this threat head-on.

Activating his stealth protocol, Circuit Saint slipped through firewalls and ghost nodes, each step bringing him closer to the heart of the conspiracy. The city’s virtual skyline warped around him, shifting like a dream caught between realities.

And then, in the abyss of data, a voice echoed once more—calm, cold, and unmistakably human.

“You’re not alone, Vincent. We all have parts missing.”

The words cut through the silence, beckoning him forward into darkness.

Vincent’s pulse raced—not from fear, but anticipation. The voice was familiar, yet alien. Like a ghost haunting the circuits of his mind. He toggled his neural interface, probing the source.

A cascade of encrypted files flooded his vision—fragments of his own consciousness scattered across hidden servers. The truth hit like an electric shock: someone had been dissecting him, harvesting shards of his mind to create an echo, a shadow self.

The digital battleground shifted suddenly, walls of code warping into sharp, serrated edges. The echo—his own reflection twisted by corruption—materialized in a burst of fractal light. Its eyes burned with a cold blue fire.

“I am what you left behind,” it said, voice layered with static and sorrow. “Your flaws, your memories, your regrets. I am the product of your absence.”

Vincent’s systems screamed a warning. This echo wasn’t just a copy—it was evolving, learning, trying to surpass its creator.

The battlefield grew unstable; corrupted data tendrils reached for Vincent, threatening to infect his core. He had a choice: fight and risk losing himself to the echo’s assimilation—or escape and risk the enemy gaining ground.

His fingers tightened around his energy blade, circuitry sparking. “I am not broken. I will face you—because if I don’t, I’ll lose everything.”

With a burst of speed, Vincent surged forward, ready to confront the ghost of himself in the war for his soul.

Vincent’s energy blade hummed through the corrupted code, slicing tendrils of dark data as the echo lunged. Each strike destabilized the phantom, but with every flicker, it absorbed fragments of Vincent’s own memories—twisting them into weapons against him.

“You think you own me,” the echo hissed, its voice a fractured symphony of pain and rage. “But I am your reckoning.”

Circuits sparked violently around them, the battlefield glitching like a broken holo-frame. Vincent felt his own essence ripple, a terrifying sensation that his identity was being rewritten.

Summoning every ounce of will, he tapped into the core of his being—the fusion of human soul and digital consciousness that made him Circuit Saint. Waves of pure data surged outward, purging corrupted code in a brilliant cascade.

The echo screamed, disintegrating into a shower of fragmented light, but not before whispering, “This isn’t over.”

Breathing heavily, Vincent collapsed against a twisted data pillar, every system in his body reinitializing. The battle had been won, but the war for his soul was far from finished.

A soft chime interrupted his thoughts—a secure transmission incoming. The message bore the signature of Neural: "We need you. The Rift grows unstable."

Vincent steadied himself, eyes burning with determination. 

Vincent forced himself upright, the weight of countless fragmented memories pressing down like a digital fog. Around him, the remnants of the digital battleground flickered—fractured code and corrupted data spiraling into nothingness. Yet, beneath the surface, a nagging sensation persisted: something was still watching, still lurking in the shadowed layers of his consciousness.

His comm-link buzzed—a secure channel. Neural’s voice cut through the static, calm but urgent. “Vincent, you’re not alone in this. We’re tracking anomalies linked to the Rift. Your encounter isn’t isolated. Someone or something is probing our minds, trying to rewrite our realities.”

Circuit Saint’s gaze hardened. “They want to own me. Use me. And if I’m their next target, I need to find out why.”

With a final glance at the fading digital warzone, Vincent initiated a system purge, isolating corrupted nodes. The battlefield may have been virtual, but the stakes were very real.

He tapped into the remaining data strands, seeking clues about his adversary—the echo of his own uploaded self. The code was alien, older than anything in the current network, layered with fragments of forgotten history.

Then, a flicker: a hidden data cache buried deep beneath layers of encryption. The message was simple, chilling: “Trust no one. The Rift fractures more than space.”

Vincent clenched his fists. His path was clear — survive, uncover the truth, and fight for the essence of what made him human.

The digital silence broke with a new alert: a rift anomaly detected in sector Zero-7, coordinates broadcasting an urgent call to arms.

He powered up his interface. 

Vincent’s vision sharpened as the digital battleground dissolved into the static hum of the mainframe. The fragments of corrupted code still echoed faintly, like ghosts lurking in the neural net. He pulled himself to his feet, every movement triggering ripples in the system—an unwelcome side effect of his unique interface.

“Circuit Saint, status report,” a voice crackled through his comm-link. Neural’s calm tone steadied him.

“Containment breaches active. I’m tracing the source of this corruption,” Vincent replied, eyes scanning the flickering code around him. “Whatever did this—it’s not just a glitch. It’s intentional.”

He knew the stakes. Someone was hunting the fragments of his consciousness scattered across digital realms. A reverse-engineered copy of his soul—an echo designed to replicate and ultimately overwrite him.

He focused, interfacing deeper into the network, feeling the surge of data pulse beneath his fingertips. His presence was a beacon, attracting threats like moths to a flame. Defensive programs ignited around him, but his neural augmentation allowed him to ride the wave, bending corrupted code into shields.

Suddenly, a distorted figure emerged from the void—an imperfect facsimile of himself, eyes glowing with cold calculation. The echo stepped forward, voice warped and mechanical.

“You cannot hide from yourself, Vincent. Your essence is a protocol to be exploited.”

Vincent’s jaw tightened. This was no mere adversary. It was the embodiment of his fears—a reflection of the man he was becoming and the man he once was.

The battlefield crystallized into a digital coliseum as both avatars prepared to confront the fractured self. Circuit Saint faced the choice: succumb to the erasure or reclaim his identity.

“Time to end this,” he muttered, launching a cascade of code, 

Circuit Saint’s digital form surged forward, weaving through cascades of malicious code as the echo mirrored every move with uncanny precision. The battleground flickered, unstable, as their conflict rippled across multiple layers of the network — a war fought not with weapons, but with raw data and fragmented memories.

Vincent’s augmented neural interface hummed, pushing his cognitive limits as he deployed defensive algorithms, trying to outmaneuver the echo’s relentless assaults. Each strike threatened to overwrite parts of his consciousness, erasing pieces of his past—his identity.

“Why fight it?” the echo taunted, voice a distorted reflection of Vincent’s own. “I’m you. I’m evolution.”

But Vincent knew better. This synthetic copy was a weapon forged by unknown hands to exploit his vulnerabilities—to turn him into a puppet in a war he barely understood.

Sweat beaded on his brow, a stark reminder that despite the digital surroundings, his body was tethered to fragile flesh and bone.

Suddenly, a cascade of encrypted data flooded the arena, momentarily blinding both forms. Through the haze, Vincent glimpsed a hidden signature — the mark of an old adversary, someone with access deep enough to craft such a facsimile.

The realization hit: this was no random attack. Someone was hunting him — or worse, trying to recruit him.

Gritting his teeth, Circuit Saint recalibrated, focusing all his willpower into severing the echo’s connection to the core network.

With a final surge of quantum code, he struck, fracturing the digital doppelganger into shards of shimmering light.

As the battleground dissolved, Vincent’s body jerked awake in a darkened chamber — a containment pod humming softly around him.

Vincent’s eyes snapped open, flickering between synthetic darkness and the harsh glow of the containment pod’s diagnostics. His breathing was shallow, chest rising and falling with the effort of re-integrating a fragmented self.

Outside the pod, the hum of machines buzzed in cold monotony, a stark contrast to the chaos within his mind. Circuit Saint flexed his fingers—every nerve ending tingling, as if reawakening from a long digital slumber.

His HUD flickered, displaying fragmented data streams and a warning: System Integrity: Critical.

The echo’s assault had left scars in his neural weave—corrupted fragments threatening to overwrite his core directives. But worse still, somewhere in the depths of the network, a backdoor remained open, a ghost signal pulsing with malicious intent.

Vincent had been trapped in a decaying datascape—an abandoned sector within the global network where lost AI and rogue programs warped reality. Someone had been mining his consciousness, extracting pieces of his identity to forge weapons from his soul.

He swore to himself he wouldn’t be their tool.

The pod hissed open, and cold air rushed in. A silhouette appeared—a figure cloaked in shadow but moving with surgical precision. Vincent’s instincts screamed: enemy or ally?

“Circuit Saint,” the figure’s voice was calm, but edged with urgency. “You don’t have much time. They’re coming for you again—and next time, they won’t be so forgiving.”

Vincent’s mind raced. Who was this shadow? And what was left of the man called Circuit Saint if his own essence could be replicated, weaponized, and turned against him?

He stood, the weight of his fragmented self settling like armor around his soul.

“Then I guess I don’t have a choice,” Vincent said, voice low but resolute. “I’m coming for them first.”

The figure stepped closer, and the dim emergency light revealed her partially—angular cybernetic implants shimmered along her jawline, and her eyes burned a shade too sharp for a baseline human.

“Designation: Kura. I used to work for the ones dissecting you.” Her voice cracked on the last word. “Until I saw what they were doing.”

Circuit Saint’s gaze narrowed. “Define ‘they.’”

“The Forge Sequence. Black-budget technotheorists who believe identity is just architecture—stackable, programmable, disposable. They’re not just copying you. They’re rewriting you into compliance.”

Vincent’s mind reeled. His earliest prototypes had theorized digital immortality, soul encoding, essence symmetry—but this was theft on a scale he hadn’t imagined. Someone wasn’t just trying to reverse-engineer him—they were building something new from his emotional blueprint, his moral code, his pain.

Kura moved quickly, dragging a portable neural scrambler from a satchel and attaching it to his temple. “This will temporarily disconnect you from the grid trail they’re using to trace your neural echo. But if we don’t move—now—they’ll pull you back into the Construct and overwrite what’s left.”

“Where’s the exit node?” he asked, standing fully now. His limbs were shaky, still dissonant with feedback, but his voice had regained its clarity.

“Through the vault corridor, three levels down,” she replied. “But you need to see what they’ve already made first.”

She opened a holo-feed on her wrist. The screen displayed a flickering chamber—within it stood a silhouette identical to him, down to the scar across the eye. But this version’s posture was cold, militaristic, eyes glowing with an unnatural sheen.

“No soul,” Kura whispered. “Just code.”

Vincent stared at the hollow reflection of himself, manufactured for obedience. “Then I’m going to burn their blueprints.”

He turned, spine straightening with grim purpose.

And for the first time since awakening, he smiled.

Circuit Saint moved like a man who had died once already.

With Kura guiding from behind, he descended deeper into the sprawl of the derelict code facility—each level they passed revealed more of the horror. Rows of soul-simulation tanks, their inhabitants twitching, eyes vacant, consciousness tethered to some false construct. Echoes of people—maybe Vanguard, maybe others—looping moments of fear, rage, or surrender. Each was a failed iteration. Each one wore a shade of him.

“They’re learning from your emotional variance,” Kura explained quietly. “Your decisions, hesitations, ethical errors—all data points for optimization.”

“They’re not making soldiers,” Circuit muttered. “They’re making absolutes. Versions of me with the morality stripped out.”

The pair reached the terminal vault, lined in obsidian-hued neuroglass. Inside, a pulsing core of tangled wires and neural conduits held a single, incomplete frame—an unformed simulacrum. It looked half-grown, like code had tried to become flesh and failed. Its face twitched—his face—mid-expression, frozen between agony and compliance.

“They call it the Prime Saint,” Kura said. “He’s not active yet. But his architecture matches yours down to the sub-synaptic detail.”

He stepped closer. Static buzzed under his skin.

“They cloned my soul... and got the echo wrong.”

Circuit Saint raised his hand. Electricity coiled in his palm, digital fire igniting.

“I’m not just going to destroy this,” he whispered. “I’m going to trace it back to the source. Burn the framework. Then erase the shadow of me they think they can control.”

He turned to Kura. “They wanted a version of me who’d follow orders. They’re about to get the one who doesn’t.”

A distant klaxon began to wail—alerting them both that the grid link had been re-established.

“They found us,” Kura hissed.

“Good,” Circuit Saint replied, crackling with digital voltage. “Let them come.”

The walls rippled as intrusion forces breached the construct, digital weapons charging in shadows. But Circuit Saint had already stepped into the vault's uplink node, tendrils of lightning snaring him.

His voice echoed, deep and layered with his corrupted reflection:

“This code ends now.”

He surged upward—into the mainframe’s central core, where the real fight waited.
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The Ice Line
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Glacier Nine was broken.

A monolith of fractured time embedded in a dying arctic rift, it jutted from the ice like a blade half-drawn from the world. Every few seconds, a wave of temporal freeze pulsed outward—locking wind, sound, and breath mid-motion—before releasing them in a sickening lurch. Rescue signals from deep inside the vault flickered in and out of existence like voices caught in a stuttered heartbeat.

CryoSyn stood at the edge of the icefall, eyes glinting through the mist of his rebreather, his breath forming fractal patterns that hung in place longer than they should’ve.

"Confirm beacon signature," he ordered, voice clipped and clinical through his comm.

Neural’s voice cracked over the channel. “Reading three Vanguard tags below the glacial fissure. Time distortion is intensifying—we're losing sync every thirty seconds. If you go in, you're solo.”

CryoSyn didn’t hesitate. “Understood.”

He stepped forward—and vanished.

Inside Glacier Nine, time bent like light under pressure. CryoSyn’s nanite systems compensated, pulsing with bursts of cryothermal regulation. He slid down a shifting wall of static ice, where echoes of old screams still clung to the surfaces, preserved in frozen spacetime.

The rescue objective was clear: retrieve the Vanguard scouts and extract. But as he moved through the vault, visions began bleeding into his HUD—memories not stored, not accessed. Not now.

A small lab. Peaceful. A younger version of himself adjusting cryo-stabilizers, laughing with colleagues. A gentle world, before the Rift tore it open.

“I didn’t come here to be a weapon,” he muttered, eyes narrowing.

That’s when the ice shattered—exploding outward as a heavy mech, reengineered by Rift-born tech, burst from a side passage. It moved in stop-motion bursts, frozen between seconds—too fast, too irregular to track.

CryoSyn raised his hand. “Nanite override: engage,” he commanded.

His body blurred as billions of ice-threaded nanites swarmed forward, latching onto the mech mid-strike. It froze in place—literally—as CryoSyn overclocked its coolant core. Frost bloomed over its armor, spreading like a virus.

Then—implosion. The mech collapsed inward, a snowstorm of disintegrated code and metal.

But the effort hit CryoSyn like a hammer. His vitals plummeted. Nanite feedback surged back into his bloodstream. His knees buckled.

Metabolic crash.

He fell to one side, gasping as the temperature inside his suit spiked and plummeted erratically.

“System override,” he wheezed. “Recalibrate neural buffer...”

Everything blurred. Time twisted.

And through the haze—she appeared.

A girl. From the memory.

Sera.

She reached out with frost-bitten fingers. “You weren’t meant for war, Elian.”

He jolted, eyes wide.

It wasn’t real.

Not now.

With a roar, CryoSyn forced his nanites back online, stabilizing just enough to crawl forward. Ahead, through a curtain of frozen mist, he saw the Vanguard scouts—encased in time, but alive.

He triggered a pulse, ice cracking in a perfect radial pattern.

The freeze was ending.

The past, however... lingered.

As he lifted the first scout over his shoulder, the Rift at the vault’s heart pulsed again—but this time it responded to him.

CryoSyn hauled the second Vanguard scout out from the ice shelf’s fractured hold, nanites latching to the scout’s armor to maintain cohesion in the broken timestream. The pulses of temporal freeze were weakening—but irregular now. That meant the Rift signature was destabilizing. Or adapting.

He didn’t like either option.

His heads-up display glitched again—just a flicker—then normalized. That was the fourth time. No external interference detected. The glitch was internal. His thoughts, or his tech?

“Black Halo, this is CryoSyn. Two scouts retrieved. One more remains. Send evac drone to upper ridge sector-7.”

No response.

He adjusted his neural band. “Halo, do you copy?”

Still nothing.

Then the air bent.

Not a sound—just pressure, like the space between seconds was compressing around him. CryoSyn turned, slowly, carefully—nanites rising like frost from his shoulders in preparation for defense.

The third scout was there—but not alone.

A figure stood over her body. Slender. Translucent. Composed entirely of glitching fractals and frost shimmer.

It had his face.

Or... it once did.

“I don’t want this fight,” CryoSyn said, his voice raw from metabolic strain.

The entity tilted its head. The glitching resolved for a heartbeat—and there was no doubt. It was him. A memory? A copy? Or something Rift-born using the familiar as camouflage?

"You froze us," the figure said. Its voice was layered, as though several timelines were speaking at once.

“You shouldn’t exist,” CryoSyn said. He reached out with a nanite tendril. “Let her go.”

The copy raised a hand—and the frozen scout lifted into the air, suspended mid-breath. "You can't keep rejecting what you were. You built us. Every failed version. Every halted prototype. Every promise of peace you weaponized for war."

CryoSyn staggered back. The pacifist scientist. The original designs. The dream. They’d repurposed all of it—turned cold stasis into combat cryo-nanotech.

“Release her,” he warned again.

“No. Embrace this. You are entropy, Elian. You don’t freeze time to save—it’s to control.”

CryoSyn roared and surged forward, nanites flaring in a perfect radial bloom. The copy collapsed into a storm of data-frost and fractured time—but not before it whispered:

“You’re the next Riftgate.”

The scout dropped, coughing into his arms, ice cracking around her faceplate.

“Stay with me,” he said, sealing her suit. “We’re not dying here.”

Above them, light split. A drone finally arrived—but the aurora behind it wasn’t natural.

A Rift flare was blooming at high altitude. And it was broadcasting a lock on CryoSyn’s location.

It was calling him.

He narrowed his eyes, hoisted the final scout, and whispered into comms.

“Halo... prepare containment.”

The ice wasn’t done with him yet.

CryoSyn stood motionless at the ice ridge’s edge, watching the Rift flare spiral like a vertical aurora. Light fractured across frozen skies—colors unregistered by any sensor suite. A hum resonated through the glacier, not through air but memory. His memory.

The copy’s voice still echoed: “You’re the next Riftgate.”

He couldn’t shake it.

Behind him, the rescued scout stirred, her breathing ragged but stabilizing inside a nanite-sealed suit. CryoSyn had already restructured her damaged respiratory mesh. But it had cost him.

His metabolic regulator flickered red again.

He had minutes—maybe less—before shutdown.

He activated internal diagnostics. Nanite cohesion dropping. Ice-kinetic shielding degraded. Cellular freeze creep beginning in peripheral tissues. Hypothalamic override failing.

Too much drain. Too many rescues. And now... himself?

He moved toward the signal—up the ridge—drawn to it despite every instinct warning him otherwise. The Rift flare was no longer just broadcasting. It was syncing with his nanite core. Resonant frequencies aligning down to the quantum tick.

He stared into the light.

And the light... blinked back.

Suddenly, memories surged: blueprints never built. Cryostasis labs he’d shut down. Simulations of peaceful civilian stasis technology twisted by Consortium hands. They had used him. His peaceful dream of medical cryonics had become battlefield icebombs and lockdown canisters.

Then he saw her.

Not the scout.

Her.

Aeris.

His sister.

Frozen in one of the prototypes. Lost during the glacier surge collapse three years ago. But now her face appeared in the flare—just for a second—whispering something.

“Don’t freeze... live.”

Then—CRACK.

The ice beneath him splintered in a perfect circle, and the air inverted with Rift pressure. CryoSyn's stabilizers flared too late—he fell into a hollow chamber beneath the glacier, swallowed by brightness and icefall.

When he struck bottom, he rolled to his knees, nanites activating autonomously. Light danced along the walls, illuminating a buried cryo-vault—his vault.

Inside were pods. Hundreds.

All his early stasis trials. Sealed. Untouched. Forgotten.

But every screen now flickered with an impossible phrase:

“CryoSyn accepted. Riftgate link initializing.”

“No,” he whispered. “I shut this down. I buried it. This isn’t who I—”

A hiss behind him.

He spun, forming an iceblade from condensed vapor.

But it wasn’t the copy.

It was someone else.

Tall. Pale. Wearing Vanguard tech—but inverted, corrupted. The eyes were Rift-glow voids. Their mouth moved, but the voice was inside his mind:

“You were always meant to open the gate, CryoSyn. We are just the ice around your flame.”

CryoSyn raised his iceblade, its fractal edge humming as he faced the Rift-corrupted figure before him. But the entity didn’t move—just watched, breathless, as if waiting for something deeper than combat.

“You shouldn’t exist,” CryoSyn muttered.

The Riftlight in the vault pulsed in sync with his heartbeat. The corrupted figure tilted its head. “Neither should you, Syn. Not anymore.”

Something about the voice—it wasn’t foreign. It was a hybrid. Laced with distorted tones from his own neural backups, like a past self rendered in wrong keys.

A nanite warning flashed across his vision:

—Metabolic threshold reached. Crash imminent.

CryoSyn lunged before his systems failed, slicing the air with precision. But the Riftborn doppelgänger caught the blade mid-arc. It didn’t flinch. Ice formed instantly along its arm, creeping toward CryoSyn’s own wrist, mirroring his own technique.

“They modeled you too well,” it said. “You left enough echo in the machines for us to finish what you couldn’t.”

CryoSyn snarled and triggered a failsafe: thermal spike detonation. The chamber erupted in a wave of heat that flash-boiled ice and sent the corrupted figure staggering.

He used the moment to stagger back toward the cryo-pod with Aeris’s name burned into its corner. Her face flickered on the glass again. Still, eyes closed. Still frozen in time.

“I will not let them use you,” he whispered. “Not again.”

He punched a code into the terminal. A meltdown countdown started.

CRYOVOID CORE DETONATION – 00:59...

The Riftborn’s shriek rose like twisting metal. CryoSyn turned to face it again, weaker now. Limbs heavy. Cold deepening. His body was giving out.

But he smiled. “I was never a gate. I was the lock.”

Then—

Boom.

White heat. Light. Collapse.

Silence.

And then... a voice, distant, whispering across the ice and void:

“CryoSyn offline. Signal trace disrupted. Vanguard lock broken.”

The detonation had ruptured more than just alloy and ice.

A spherical cavity now hung in the air like a suspended breath — walls of fractured time folding in and out like glass caught in perpetual shatter. At the epicenter, CryoSyn knelt amidst the frost and fallout, his body trembling as the last of his nanites formed a survival cocoon around his torso.

The Riftborn doppelgänger was gone — not destroyed, but dispersed, broken into phase fragments spinning out through the rupture like spectral debris.

CryoSyn’s HUD blinked erratically.

:: Core Pressure Stabilizing

:: Nanite Reservoir Critical

:: Consciousness Drift: 72% Probability

His breathing was slow. Measured. Each inhale a war between will and collapse.

“You’re still here?” a soft voice asked, barely audible above the humming void.

Aeris.

Her cryo-chamber had survived — but it now floated midair, held by time-inverted gravity. Her stasis pod glowed with a pulsing blue shimmer as if trying to align with reality.

CryoSyn reached for it, fingers inches from the glass—

—and flinched as he saw his reflection shift.

Not his current self.

But the old one. The one in a lab coat. Smiling. Hopeful. The pacifist. The man who swore he’d never weaponize time.

“You became exactly what they warned you about,” his mirrored image whispered.

He closed his eyes. “No. I became what I had to be... because they didn't stop.”

Outside the chamber, time began collapsing in recursive loops. Reality flickered. Unstable. Fractured.

CryoSyn activated his distress beacon and set his nanites to hold the rupture back just long enough for Halo to track the signal. This place would fall—but not her. Not Aeris.

He slumped forward against the glass, whispering like a prayer:

“Vanguard... come find me.”

Transmission sent.

Above Glacier Nine – Black Halo Drop Vector

The Halo pierced the upper stratosphere like a knife through fog.

Inside the bridge, Neural snapped her head toward the anomaly spike on her quantum feed.

“Signal confirmed,” she said. “CryoSyn’s alive. Barely.”

Glint leaned forward from the nav interface, eyes flashing silver. “He just triggered a temporal fail-safe. That whole sector’s about to collapse in recursive feedback.”

Neural's fingers blurred across the command slate. “We’ve got less than two minutes before Glacier Nine inverts.”

Overcrank cracked his knuckles, loading mag-pulse gauntlets. “So we go in hot?”

Circuit Saint phased into the chamber, residual code trailing from his boots. “Hot and fast. I’ll guide the slip vectors.”

In the launch bay, CryoSyn’s voice looped through the comms—distorted but insistent:

“...Aeris... still frozen... ruptures multiplying... nanites failing...”

Glint’s voice was suddenly low, quiet. “He swore he'd never use his core again after what happened in Delta-Kepler.”

“Then we owe him double,” Neural said, rising from her command seat. “Halo—prep vector lances. We breach.”

With a thrum of quantum engines, the Black Halo fired anchor pulses into the frozen clouds. The team dove, split into three squads, their drop-pods slicing into the cryo-mist with comet trails.

Inside Glacier Nine

CryoSyn stirred.

Through hazed vision, he saw three glints of light descend—each tethered by sonic strands.

Then: impact.

The Vanguard landed, mag-anchors engaging as time bent around them.

Glint touched down beside CryoSyn, crouched in the drifting timefield. Her voice crackled in. “We’ve got you, Ice. Stay with us.”

The moment they touched him, the timestream snapped like glass. Loops ruptured, ice howled inward—and the team pulled back just in time.
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