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			Chapter 1​

			​Shadows after the Rift

			The silence in orbit was always the same: vast, dense, and unbroken. But tonight, it felt different. Almost… watchful.

			Frankie stood at the observation window of the Lytherian Nexus, her fingers pressed to the cool crystal-glass as the distant rings of the gas giant Vanyr shimmered in layered hues of gold and cyan. Below, the surface of the Cryethium-rich exoplanet glowed faintly, veins of the element stretching like molten threads through the crust. And somewhere, hidden under ancient code and quantum encryption, the path home waited.

			Six years. Six long years.

			Behind her, the chamber doors hissed open. Stuart’s reflection appeared beside hers in the glass—tired eyes, the lines on his face deeper now, shoulders heavy with a mission unfinished.

			“You were up early,” he said.

			“Couldn’t sleep.” Frankie turned, her voice low. “The data from Ephraedies came in last night. We decrypted another memory-fragment. It’s more than coordinates. It’s a map to the Riftship.”

			Stuart’s eyes widened. “The one we think is beneath the southern crater?”

			Frankie nodded. “Built by the Ancients. It apparently predates even the Lytherian Nexus. It runs on Cryethium—not just as fuel. It uses the element to bend spacetime. It could take us back, Stuart.”

			Stuart scratched his head. “Back to Earth… But at what cost?”

			She looked at him, firm. “We don’t have a choice. The Zang are using the Protocol. They’ve corrupted its purpose. Earth is in chaos. Some sort of resistance has emerged, but scattered. And that last transmission from William—who knows? It’s worrying.”

			“You, worried? Never.” Stuart smiled and kissed her tenderly. “They’ve weaponised time. And the Core… it’s almost unlocked.”

			The doors hissed again. Clara, Jandre, and Tasha entered, each carrying datapads, each with that same haunted look. They’d all seen the projections. Heard the intercepted chatter from Earth. Seen the footage of the Cryethium testing zones in what used to be North Africa. Whole cities blinking out of time. Families caught mid-motion. Reality unravelling.

			“We don’t have the luxury to debate anymore,” Jandre said. “The ship’s buried beneath forty metres of fused stone. But the Ephraedian code matches the Lytherian command lattice. We can lift it.”

			Tasha handed over a holopad. “But there’s a catch. The ship needs two biological keys to interface with its rift drive. One from Earth—Stuart’s lineage. The other… from Ephraedies.”

			Frankie stepped forward. “That’s me.”

			Clara frowned. “You both go. But if it fractures time…”

			“Then we repair it,” Stuart said. “Or die trying.”

			The observation deck dimmed as Vanyr loomed large beneath them—an immense, turbulent sphere swirled in storms of ochre, blue, and ash-white. Cryethium veins glittered faintly across its night side like neural pathways stitched across a dying god. The Nexus had entered a geostationary orbit, but even from here, the planet felt… hostile.

			“Atmosphere is dense,” Clara said, fingers gliding over the sensor array. “Nitrogen-heavy. Methane pockets. Some radiation clusters. Nothing breathable without full seals.”

			“And weather?” Stuart asked, already strapping into his compression harness.

			Clara’s tone turned grim. “Violent. Flash vortexes across the northern hemisphere. Magnetic interference south of the equator. Whatever built the Riftship buried it for a reason.”

			Frankie stood silent, staring down at the shifting crust through the viewport. Her mind ran back through the decrypted Ephraedian glyphs—warnings hidden inside coordinates, symbols that didn’t translate easily into words. “This planet wasn’t always like this,” she murmured. “It was sabotaged.”

			Jandre approached, his exosuit gleaming dark grey under the loading bay lights. “Riftship’s coordinates match Kalder’s Spine Ridge, deep in a tectonic basin. We can’t bring the Nexus down. It’s too large, and the planet’s gravitational shift patterns would shear it apart on descent.”

			The team made their way down to the internal landing deck, chatter tense. They had all been through a great deal; their bond was unbreakable.

			“Then we go in light,” Tasha said. She tapped the hull of a sleek transport shuttle as they arrived inside the Nexus’ lower hold. “This dropship’s got atmospheric shielding and inertial dampeners. It won’t be pretty, but it’ll get us through.”

			Frankie turned, already pulling on her sealed rig. The exosuits were modular, pressure-sealed, radiation-lined, with adaptive filtration built into the helmets. Blue visors slid into place, locking with a hiss. Each suit bore their own insignia, now etched with both Lytherian and Ephraedian shards, forged from Cryethium alloy.

			“Weapons?” Stuart asked.

			“Plasma rifles, charge-blades, and phase dampeners,” Joubert replied. “We don’t know what we’ll find. Could be weather. Could be wildlife. Could be… worse.”

			“Something’s still active down there,” Frankie added. “The energy readings match those we found in the ancient Nexus cores. And if the ship’s real—if it’s still intact—it might not want to be found.”

			They boarded the dropship in silence. The interior hummed with tension, every system on standby. As the docking clamps released, the ship shuddered slightly, then slipped from the Nexus’ underbelly and began its descent.

			The heat began almost immediately.

			“Atmospheric entry in twelve seconds,” Tasha said from the pilot seat, voice steady despite the red flickers bouncing across the cockpit displays. “Strap in. There’s no turning back once we breach the cloud ceiling.”

			The dropship hit Vanyr’s upper atmosphere with a deafening roar. Flames licked the viewports. Turbulence slammed through the hull like war drums.

			“Stabilisers offline!” Clara shouted. “Magnetic turbulence!”

			“Compensating…” Tasha gritted her teeth as the vessel jolted, spun, then righted itself.

			Outside, the planet churned in chaos—clouds like boiling ink, flashes of blue lightning, enormous ravines opening and closing in the crust as if the world were breathing.

			Then, through the storm, a break.

			Below, Kalder’s Spine: jagged ridges of black rock like claws raking across the terrain. And in the centre… a glow. Faint. Deliberate.

			“There,” Frankie said, pointing. “That’s it. That’s where the readings converge.”

			“Too unstable to land,” Jandre warned. “We’ll crash if we try to set down.”

			“Then we drop in,” Stuart said. “We hover at low altitude and fast-rope the rest.”

			The dropship hovered just long enough. Wind screamed across its open side. The team leapt one by one, vanishing into the mist below, their descent lights blinking like fireflies in a sea of dust.

			Jandre stayed behind, seated at the dropship’s control panel, scanning the holographic interface. “I’m running the drill rig remotely,” he said. “We’ll need to bore down at least a hundred metres to clear the collapsed layers. Once we’re ready, I’ll lay the charges to breach the seal.”

			“Copy that.” Frankie gave Jandre a thumbs-up. She paused for a breath, staring into the unknown, then stepped off the edge, exosuit sealed tight and rifle ready.

			Jandre’s voice crackled over comms, steady but tense. “Drill rig is down and operational. Sensors are picking up dense rock layers. The drill head’s plasma cutters are working through the fused crystal—slow, but steady.”

			On the ground, Frankie crouched beside Stuart and Tasha, the distant rumble of the drill a low vibration beneath their feet.

			“Any sign of interference?” Stuart asked.

			“Magnetic fields are fluctuating,” Jandre replied. “Could be the vault’s defence systems kicking in. I’m compensating for power surges, but we don’t have much time.”

			Minutes stretched. The team stayed tight, weapons ready, eyes scanning the shifting shadows of Kalder’s Spine. Dust and small rockfall sifted down from above as the drill head burned through layer after layer.

			Suddenly, a warning blared in the dropship’s cockpit. “Energy spike detected near the seal! Possible automated defences activating.”

			“Hold tight,” Jandre warned. “Preparing to deploy charges.”

			The drill finally broke through the last barrier. Jandre’s fingers danced over the control panel, laying precision charges deep inside the fissure.

			“Charges set. Detonating in five… four… three…”

			The team braced.

			A thunderous explosion rocked the ridge, sending shards of rock and dust cascading in a fiery cloud. The ground trembled, and a blast of cold, shimmering air burst from the breach.

			When the dust settled, a glowing archway had cracked open, revealing the entrance to the Riftship’s hidden chamber.

			Frankie exhaled slowly. “We’re in.”

			Frankie placed her hand against the Ephraedian shard. Stuart mirrored her with the Lytherian crest. For a moment, nothing. Then, a tremble. The ground shook, softly at first, then with rising fury. Stone cracked. The arch lit up.

			And from the dust, a shape emerged: a vast crescent-winged vessel of obsidian and Cryethium, humming with forgotten power.

			The Riftship.

			Tasha stared. “That thing’s older than recorded time.”

			Clara whispered, “It’s not a ship. It’s a blade. Built to cut through dimensions.”

			The ground calmed. The vessel’s ramp extended with a deep mechanical breath. Frankie glanced at Stuart.

			“No turning back now.”

			He smiled faintly. “There never was.”

			Frankie moved first.

			Through the fractured archway, a long corridor stretched downward at a shallow angle, walls of black alloy laced with softly glowing veins of Cryethium. The air shimmered faintly, as if reality were trying to hold its breath. Dust didn’t settle here; it floated unnaturally, suspended like memory fragments.

			“This wasn’t carved,” Tasha whispered. “This was grown.”

			Clara scanned the interior with a narrow beam from her visor. “Readings are all over the place. Gravity’s inconsistent. Light behaves... oddly.”

			They stepped cautiously through the breach. Their boots made no sound on the polished floor, and for a moment, it felt like stepping into a dream. The corridor widened ahead into a vast atrium. Curved walls spiralled with ancient script, glowing blue and white. At the far end, embedded in a dais of crystalline lattice, lay a door shaped like a teardrop split down the centre.

			Stuart reached out to touch one of the wall glyphs, but before his fingers made contact, the entire chamber lit up.

			A pulse. A single tone, deep and harmonic, shook the dust from the walls.

			“Did anyone touch anything?” Frankie asked, spinning around.

			“Nope,” Tasha said tightly. “It... touched us.”

			The floor beneath them shifted without moving. They all felt it. A mental displacement, a flicker of vertigo. For a split second, each of them saw something impossible: a memory not their own. A war on another world. A sky cracking like glass. A fleet of ships shaped like crescents disappearing into a rift.

			Then it was gone.

			“Memory echo,” Clara said, her voice shaking. “The ship’s alive. A Cryethium core that interfaces with thought, probably using quantum imprinting to scan us.”

			“Confirming identity,” Jandre’s voice crackled from above. “I’m seeing energy fields realigning around your signatures. It’s not locking you out; it’s welcoming you in.”

			The great door before them sighed open, edges curling like petals unfurling, revealing the ship’s central passage.

			Inside, the architecture shifted, organic yet deliberate. No straight lines. No clear ceiling. Just a sense of infinite possibility folding inward.

			Then, without warning, the lights went out.

			Total black.

			The team froze.

			A low rumble echoed from deep within the structure.

			Frankie whispered, “Something else is awake.”

			A dim emergency glow returned, casting long shadows. One of them moved.

			Not theirs.

			A silhouette detached from the far wall, humanoid but elongated, its limbs unnaturally smooth, its eyes two dim sparks of violet. It didn’t attack. It simply stood.

			Observing.

			Stuart raised his weapon slowly. “What the hell is that?”

			Clara’s voice came over the comms, hushed. “There are beings encoded into the ship. Guardians. Maybe remnants of its creators. That’s not flesh; that’s Cryethium formed into something... sentient.”

			The figure moved backward, vanishing into the corridor without a sound.

			Frankie stepped forward. “It wants us to follow.”

			Stuart narrowed his eyes. “Or it wants us lost.”

			Either way, there was no turning back.

			The team pushed onward, deeper into the Riftship, the shadows behind them closing like the pages of a forgotten book.

			Inside, the Riftship felt more alive than mechanical. Smooth walls pulsed like veins; soft light responded to their breath. Cryethium conduits spiralled from ceiling to floor, syncing with the core. The central interface shimmered, waiting.

			The air was warm, tinged with something ancient and electric. A low hum underlined every movement they made, as if the ship were whispering in a tongue just beyond comprehension.

			The walls subtly shifted around them, not physically, but perceptually. Frankie blinked and saw, for the briefest instant, a version of the corridor aged with vines and dust. Then it was gone.

			“It’s showing us... possibilities,” she murmured. “Futures, or echoes of what’s been.”

			They passed through a narrow chamber where a circular glyph hovered in the air, rotating gently, marking them as passengers. As they reached the command hub, Stuart placed his palm against the crystalline core. It shimmered beneath his touch.

			A surge of pressure enveloped them. Lights flickered. The ship began to hum.

			Jandre’s voice came through the comms. “Power levels spiking. All systems green.”

			Jandre stared at the seismic readouts, eyes widening as the Cryethium energy signature began to spike on his monitors.

			“Lira’ven, it’s ramping beyond the predicted thresholds. They’ve activated something inside.”

			Lira’ven leaned over his shoulder. “That’s not a mining structure... it’s a jump system. That’s a temporal fold beginning. Look at the resonance sweep!”

			The monitor flared. Cryethium harmonics began to spiral across their field of vision, tracking the power surge to one central node.

			“They’re going to vanish,” Jandre whispered. “They don’t know how unstable this could be.”

			Lira’ven didn’t hesitate. “Then we go down there. Now!”

			Jandre’s hand flew across the console, overriding the dropship docking lock. “Mag clamps off. Boost us down to the fracture point.”

			The auxiliary craft groaned to life. As it descended, light from the crater pulsed in eerie, rhythmic intervals, almost like a countdown. Time bent in the air.

			Lira’ven strapped herself in. “If we miss the fold window, we’ll lose them, and we will be left behind.”

			“I know. Get ready to run for your life.”

			Inside the Riftship, Frankie winced. “Feels like it’s reading our thoughts.”

			The ship’s main drive chamber opened, revealing a spiralling orb of liquid Cryethium spinning between gravity rings. Above it, stars shifted unnaturally, realigning. And then, a voice. Not over a comms system, but from the ship itself.

			“Destination required,” the voice asked.

			Stuart spoke first. “Earth. Year... 2031.”

			“Temporal displacement confirmed. Warning: Rift passage unstable. Proceed?”

			Jandre had managed to touch down the dropship just as the tunnel of infinite, colourless light opened. The Riftship’s core roared like a distant storm.

			Jandre sprinted toward the breach path, still marked with Frankie’s signal spikes. Lira’ven was right behind him.

			Stuart turned, stunned. “Jandre?!”

			“No time. Take us in!” Jandre shouted.

			Frankie reached out and pulled Lira’ven across the threshold.

			The Riftship trembled, groaning as if alive, as the Cryethium orb reached a state of impossible resonance. Time itself seemed to recoil. Gravity inverted, colour lost all meaning, and the space around the crew bent into a thousand invisible layers.

			A silence fell inside the chamber. Not the absence of sound, but the suppression of all reality. And then...

			“Displacement initiated.”

			The Riftship vanished.

			No stars. No darkness. No light.

			Only presence.

			Stuart’s eyes remained open, but he saw nothing in the conventional sense. He felt motion, like every molecule of his being was being unspooled, mapped, and rewritten across some unseen quantum lattice. He couldn’t tell if it was a second or a century.

			Frankie floated nearby, or perhaps within him. Time was collapsing, reordering. And through the distortion, something was guiding them. Not the ship. Not a machine. But intention.

			At the core of the vessel, beyond even the Cryethium chamber, was a structure they hadn’t seen before. As the team’s senses returned, they found themselves floating, weightless, inside a circular atrium lined with semi-transparent panels.

			The panels pulsed with data not written but felt. Language dissolved into sensation. Understanding flowed directly into the mind, bypassing words.

			Tasha gasped. “It’s... showing us everything. The ship. Its creators. The journey.”

			Clara reached toward a panel, and it responded with a ripple. “This isn’t a ship. It’s a vault. Or maybe... a seed.”

			Somehow, their subconscious began to absorb information transferred from the ship’s memory, left from the makers.

			This Riftship is of non-human origin, built by us, an ancient species who once inhabited a planet orbiting a dying star in the Sythisi Spiral, an ancient arm of the galaxy thought uninhabited. We were known, loosely translated, as the Aetherion, beings who mastered dimensional compression and gravity weaving.

			We discovered Cryethium not just as a power source, but as a dimensional key. When Cryethium is excited to the right frequency and enclosed in a gravitic lattice, it creates a temporary rupture in the spacetime field—a controlled rift. Not a wormhole. Not traditional FTL (Faster Than Light Travel). But a bypass, threaded through what we called “the Underskein,” a sub-dimension where time, mass, and reality fold inward.

			The ship feeds on continuity breaks, tiny fluctuations in the entropy curve. Every decision, every shift in quantum probability, generates energy the Riftship can harvest. Therefore, it required a conscious command: it needs intention to lock a destination into the Underskein.

			The Underskein is a sub-dimensional layer of spacetime, theorised and accessed by our ancient Aetherion leaders. Unlike hyperspace or wormholes, the Underskein isn’t a place; it’s a state of existence woven beneath the observable universe.

			Think of reality like a vast, stretched canvas. The Underskein is the fine mesh underneath—invisible, tension-bearing, but integral to how space, time, and gravity interact.

			The team’s minds felt numb as this information flowed through their brains, with an imprint that, over the coming hours, would enable them to understand just how to use the Riftship for their return to Earth.

			Jandre, eyes wide with awe, traced the Cryethium core with a remote sensor. “This thing’s not just bending physics. It’s rewriting it, folding causality around our position like paper cranes.”

			Lira’ven floated beside him. “And shielding us from the effects. That’s why we’re not dead. The ship holds us in a ‘null-state’ bubble. We don’t age. We don’t move. But time shifts around us.”

			“Then how long have we been... wherever this is?”

			Clara checked the internal chronometer. “Ship time: six minutes. Relative time outside the rift? Six years.”

			Frankie turned sharply. “So, it worked. We bypassed thousands of years. The destruction, the collapse—we’re just six years behind the surface.”

			Through the ship’s core viewport, now active, they saw fleeting images:

			• A star system collapsing in reverse, time frozen around it like a butterfly trapped in amber.
• A nebula forming from un-birth, colours recoiling into raw void.
• And finally, a blue world—Earth—hovering like a dream at the end of a tunnel.

			But Earth had changed.

			Orbiting it were artificial rings, faint and wide, likely part of the Zang Corporation’s space infrastructure. Platforms. Surveillance nets. Possibly weapons.

			“Stealth systems online,” said the Riftship.

			Tasha narrowed her eyes. “It thinks it’s a sentient vessel.”

			“No,” Stuart said quietly. “It knows it is.”

			The ship adjusted its trajectory, folding once more until the planet’s atmosphere engulfed them. No alarms. No satellites detected them. The Riftship was still operating in the null state, passing between frames of perception.

			They entered low orbit undetected. The ship, its systems ancient but intuitive, scanned the planet below.

			“Destination locked: Southern Africa. Sector ID: Johannesburg. Temporal synchronization complete. External field collapsing.”

			The Riftship began to shed its null envelope, reintroducing the team to Earth’s gravity and time flow. Jandre grabbed a rail as his boots magnetised.

			“Prepare for breach,” Stuart said.

			With a low hum and a shimmer of refracted space, the Riftship materialised inside a high-altitude cloud bank. To the outside world, it looked like nothing more than an anomaly in the weather.

			They had returned.

			But Earth had moved on.

			As the team suited up, Stuart stared out at the world below, familiar yet foreign.

			“Six years,” he muttered. “Let’s find out what the hell happened while we were gone.”

			Frankie placed a hand on his shoulder.

			“And let’s make sure it’s not too late to fix it.”

			Dust choked the streets of Johannesburg. The skyline was burned and broken, littered with Zang banners and surveillance towers. The sky itself had changed, fractured with strange auroras. Time anomalies blinked in and out at the city’s edges. Resistance cells communicated by code; their leaders hunted.

			At the heart of the city, beneath the ruins of Constitution Hill, a hidden bunker buzzed with life. William, older and weary, adjusted the tracking rig.

			“They made it,” he said.

			Beside him, a younger woman, Asha, flicked through the satellite feeds. “Something just appeared outside the Namibian Ridge. Not landed. Phased in.”

			William turned. “Call the others. Stuart and Frankie are back.”

			The Riftship broke through Earth’s upper atmosphere cloaked in gravitational silence, unnoticed by the Grid’s sentinel satellites. Cryethium pulses masked their trajectory, weaving them between frequency shadows. To the world below, they were a whisper in space.

			To the people who had been watching, waiting, hoping, they were a miracle.

			As they broke into view above the scorched Namibian Ridge, where the last known resistance base had once been buried, Stuart leaned toward the observation deck.

			“It’s still here,” he breathed.

			Frankie stepped beside him, her hand grazing his. “So is he.”

			The Riftship settled without a sound. Dust curled around the landing struts as the ramp extended. The heat of Earth’s sun, so familiar and alien at once, washed over them.

			Stuart stepped down first.

			And there, standing just beyond the ramp, was William.

			He looked older. Hardened. But his eyes—his eyes were alive with the same fire. Behind him, perhaps forty fighters stood in wary, quiet awe.

			William didn’t speak at first.

			He simply walked forward and crushed Stuart into an embrace so tight it broke whatever silence time had built.

			“You made it,” he choked.

			Stuart held him back. “So did you.”

			Frankie joined them, burying her head into William’s shoulder. Clara, Tasha, Joubert, and Dorian followed, and one by one, the returning warriors were pulled into fierce, tearful welcomes by survivors who had never given up hope.

			William stepped back at last and scanned the sky, as if expecting more.

			“Six years,” he said. “We watched that same stretch of stars every night. And I told them, one day, the sky will return them.”

			He turned, voice low and urgent now.

			“Come inside. You need to see what Earth has become.”

			William and his team had created a subterranean compound, reactivated beneath Swakopmund.

			They descended through reinforced blast doors; scavenged tech fused with Cryethium alloy that shimmered faintly in the corridor lights.

			The briefing room was stark and functional. But the map on the wall was anything but.

			It showed a planet consumed.

			Red sectors stretched across continents, marked Controlled Zones. Coastal cities were gone, either flooded or replaced with Zang’s floating platforms. Huge quadrants were tagged as “Extraction Territories,” locations where Cryethium mining now ran deep into Earth’s mantle.

			William tapped the map.

			“Five years ago, we lost Europe. Three months after that, North America fell—not to war, but surrender. They offered stability in exchange for silence. Zang delivered food, weather control, even crime reduction. People welcomed it.”

			Joubert growled. “And the price?”

			William’s face darkened. “Freedom. And their children.”

			A holo-panel flickered on. Footage played: long queues of citizens filing into Cryethium facilities; massive towers drawing resonance from emotion—fear, stress, trauma.

			“They call them Node Cities. Cryethium resonance is amplified by human cognition. The more stress, the better the yield.”

			Frankie’s fists clenched. “So, it’s not just about mining—it’s about manipulating us into fear for power.”

			William nodded. “The Consortium understood that early. They don’t need raw material. They need obedient resonance. Fear-as-fuel.”

			Tasha flipped through intel reports. “What about resistance efforts?”

			William turned to a secondary screen. “Asia’s fragmented. Africa is burning but still resisting. South America is under Zang’s environmental program—mass cloud seeding, acid rain to wipe out natural jungles and replace them with biotech crops.”

			He pointed at a sector blinking in pale blue.

			“This is Johannesburg. Still holding out. Cryethium levels here are unstable—your disappearance caused a cascade in the Earth network. Some parts of the Cryethium grid went dark. That bought us time.”

			Clara leaned in. “So, we did break something when we vanished.”

			“Yes,” William confirmed. “And it scared them.”

			Dorian asked the question that no one else had yet dared speak.

			“And the Tesseract Protocol?”

			William’s jaw tightened. “They’re close. Rumours say Zang’s inner sanctum, located somewhere under the ruins of the original Geneva, is preparing to activate a Singularity Chamber. If they unlock it, they won’t just control the world… they’ll control time and physics.”

			The silence in the room turned to lead.

			Stuart stood slowly.

			“Then we don’t have time to rest.”

			He turned to the team—Frankie, Clara, Tasha, Joubert, Dorian.

			“We go dark. We hit key nodes. We start bleeding the grid dry.”

			William raised an eyebrow. “You have a ship that bends time. What else did you bring back?”

			Frankie smiled coldly.

			“Hope.”

			And, beneath their feet, Earth trembled softly, as if it too remembered what resistance felt like.

		


			
			

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			​Love in the Ashes

			The silence between Stuart and William was deeper than words. After all they’d both seen, there were only two questions that mattered now: What will it take to win, and what will it cost?

			They sat in a debriefing alcove overlooking the main operations floor of the underground base. Fighters moved below them, men and women hardened by survival. Not an army. A cause.

			The old Earth was gone. What stood in its place was a battlefield veiled in compliance and illusion.

			William broke the silence. “They worship Zang now. Not just as a government, but as a religion. It’s not just technology anymore. It’s a belief.”

			Stuart nodded. “Which means we don’t just fight with guns. We fight with memory.”

			He pulled out a projection shard, one of the many pieces they had scavenged during their fight with the Vair. The crystal flickered, showing a short holographic burst: the burning of a Cryethium chamber, the collapse of a Vair dreadnought, the Riftship sailing through underskein folds.

			“We’ve been gone six years,” Stuart said, “but we’ve lived through what feels like sixty. We’ve seen what Cryethium really is, not just a power source. A keystone. And the Tesseract Protocol, the code hidden in Cryethium shards, that’s the map to control all of it.”

			William leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “So, what’s your plan?”

			Before Stuart could speak, the team entered the room.

			Frankie, Clara, Tasha, Joubert, Jandre, and behind them, Dorian.

			Dorian stepped forward with confidence. His eyes were calculating, observant. No wasted movement.

			“William,” Stuart said. “Meet Dorian Kane.

			“Dorian was one of Lytherian’s greatest strategists. A war historian, tactician, and one of the few who truly understood the dangers of unchecked power. He saw the warning signs before anyone else did.

			“He defied them. Years ago, he uncovered something, evidence that the Council had been experimenting with Cryethium in ways they refused to disclose.

			“When he pressed for answers, they branded him a traitor, a radical. They exiled him to Veridion, a world so distant that it was meant to be his prison.”

			“He was my mentor,” Stuart admitted. “Before everything, before I was sent to Earth, Dorian trained me. He taught me about Cryethium, warfare, diplomacy… survival.”

			William stood. “If Stuart trusts you, welcome, my friend.”

			“I am here to help. I have nowhere else to be. My world needs someone to heal it too,” Dorian said. “The Zang Corporation are an enemy to us all. We have travelled millions of miles to be here. We have fought a war you cannot imagine, seen things we can never unsee. Trust!”

			Clara added, “We wouldn’t have made it out of the Vair campaign without his mind.”

			William looked hard at him, then nodded once. “I’m sorry. The world, the universe has gone mad. Forgive my tone, Dorian.”

			Dorian nodded and moved away to the sanctuary of his new friends, who knew him and how valuable he would be to this battle they all faced.

			“Ok, folks, time to go,” William intervened, grinning beneath dusted goggles, clapping his hands. “Alright. Let’s get these legends suited up.”

			Stuart intervened. “Clara and Tasha, you are needed in the Command Hub. Get to work on whatever you can find about Zang comms, as much detail as possible, please.”

			“Copy that, Commander,” Clara said with a sarcastic salute.

			“Commander, do I have to salute you as well now?” William said in a mocking tone.

			The team knew all too well that Stuart had grown into his role as a leader. Their respect for him was now unquestionable, and William would have to accept that things had changed.

			William led the team into the weapons bay, deep underground, mostly hidden beneath Cryethium-dampening alloys. Stacks of scavenged weapons—fusion rifles, plasma bolts, magnetic launchers, gravity disruptors from the Rim colonies—they had more than the average rebel cell, but not enough to fight an empire.

			Yet.

			Joubert passed Stuart a compact, bone-handled sidearm. “Made from the hull of the Vair flagship you cracked. Shoots like a whisper. Hits like regret.”

			Stuart smiled. “Beautiful.”

			The resistance compound lay buried deep beneath an abandoned Cryethium refinery in the South African Desert, where the sun baked the dust in endless silence and the Zang patrols rarely looked twice. What had once been an illegal mining site had become the beating heart of the last free war effort.

			Down in the tunnels, the scent of red dust and engine grease mixed with recycled air and faint trails of salt, sweat, steel, and determination.

			But beneath the tension, life pulsed.

			The compound wasn’t just a bunker; it was a makeshift home. A sanctuary of defiance.

			The main command hub sat at the centre of a web of corridors. Holotables flickered with satellite feeds, intercepted Zang transmissions, and sector-wide resistance updates.

			Clara had quickly settled in, working tirelessly, trading information with Tasha at her side, mapping every weak link in the grid.

			The sleeping quarters consisted of metal bunk beds lining the walls, papered with old photos, resistance symbols, childlike graffiti, and scratched-in names of the lost. Even warriors needed somewhere to dream.

			The armoury was William’s church, rows of customized weapons, some stolen from the Zang, others handmade from Earth tech. He maintained each one with monk-like reverence. Joubert, he knew, would be proud.

			The Engineering & Cryethium Labs, William thought, could become Dorian’s temple. Now he knew his great mind could help them find the missing link in defeating the Zang Corporation. The Cryethium cores, ancient shard scanners, decryption servers humming in dark-blue light. He would be able to work alone, which might suit him, solving equations no one else would understand.

			The huge underground hangar, tucked beneath a retractable stone platform, its presence secret even from many resistance members, was now the home of the Riftship, where it shimmered quietly, cloaked in static field pulses, half myth, half miracle, pulsing as if it were dreaming.

			That night, Stuart walked the corridors slowly, hands deep in his pockets. The team had settled into a rhythm of low murmurs and distant hums—the soft hiss of recycled air, the quiet shuffle of boots, the occasional clink of a guard’s flask. He passed bundled forms asleep beneath thermal blankets, shadows of friends and fighters trying to forget the weight of tomorrow.

			At Frankie’s door, he paused. The light inside was dim, amber and soft.

			He knocked gently, but the door slid open before he could say her name.

			She stood in the middle of the room, barefoot, dressed in her undershirt and loose fatigue trousers, towelling her hair. Her skin still glistened slightly from a recycled-water shower, and there was something so achingly familiar in the way she moved—graceful, efficient, utterly unbothered by the chaos outside these walls.

			Her eyes lit up when she saw him. “You always walk about when you can’t sleep.”

			“And you always know when I’m coming.”

			She smiled, setting the towel down. “Come in.”

			He stepped inside, letting the door close behind him. The room was warm. Her boots were by the door, a small music player hummed low on the shelf, and one of his old shirts was folded neatly on the bunk beside her.

			He looked at her for a moment longer, really looked. Not the soldier. Not the strategist. Just Frankie. The woman who’d stood by him through every fractured mission and quiet heartbreak. The woman he still woke up needing beside him.

			“I’ve missed this,” he said softly.

			She tilted her head. “This?”

			“Us. The stillness. You.”

			She walked to him, slow and purposeful. When she reached him, she pressed her palms to his chest and leaned in, resting her forehead against his. “We’re still here,” she whispered. “Still us.”

			He cupped her jaw gently, brushing a thumb over her cheek. “Sometimes I forget what we’re fighting for. And then I see you… and I remember.”

			Her lips met his, slow, searching, familiar. Not rushed. Not desperate. Just two people who had found their way back to each other again and again. The kiss deepened as her arms slid around his neck, his around her waist, and the tension of the day melted from both of them.

			They made love quietly, unhurried. The kind of love that doesn’t need words or promises. The kind born from years of surviving, losing, choosing one another over and over.

			Later, tangled in the sheets, her head on his chest, Stuart stared at the ceiling and whispered, “When this is over… let’s go home.”

			She lifted her eyes to his. “Hartbeespoort, if it’s still the same?”

			He nodded. “The house. The dam. Just you and me. No missions. No war.”

			Frankie smiled sleepily. “I’ll hold you to that.”

			He kissed her temple, holding her tight, knowing this next battle would be for Earth, their home. The Zang Corporation and the global elite were going to pay.

			But for tonight, they had this, and it was enough.

		


		
			​

		


			
			

		


			
			

		


		
			​Chapter 3

			​Project Underskein

			Joubert was elbow-deep in a pulse rifle’s chamber, the weapon’s core humming like a quiet prayer. Sparks snapped and danced in his calloused hands as he adjusted the compression rings with the precision of a surgeon and the reverence of a priest.

			Sweat lined his brow, tracing its way through soot and stubble, though the weapons bay remained cool. Around him, Vair tech—disassembled, half-translated, part myth—was strewn across the benches like relics from a forgotten god.

			“You ever sleep?” Clara asked from the doorway, voice light but laced with something else.

			He didn’t look up. “Can’t. The weapons talk when it’s quiet. Whisper ideas. Threats. Maybe blessings.”

			Clara stepped further in. Her hair was still damp from the hydro-shower, a single towel wrapped tight around her, barely holding back a suggestion of heat. She leaned against the bulkhead, arms crossed beneath her chest, watching him. Studying him. Tempting him.

			Joubert finally looked up. His grin was crooked, a little sheepish. “This new batch from the Vair wreck back on Valtara—she’s something else.”

			He reached behind without breaking eye contact, pulled a modified grey pistol from the workbench, and tossed it gently. Clara caught it with ease.

			“Hits twice as hard. Pulls back into your palm when she kicks. Took me a full day to tune the resonance coil without blowing my fingers off. Try it.”

			Clara turned it over, the sleek barrel glinting in the low amber light. “She’s smooth,” she murmured.

			Their eyes met. No need for words. Fighters. Survivors. They understood what it meant to hold back just enough to live through the next day. What it meant to carry fire just beneath the skin.

			Joubert stepped back, wiping his hands on a rag, then looked around his weapons bay—his sanctuary. “We used to pray in a place like this, back in Pretoria. Concrete floors. Candles flickering on old crates. Guns nearby. Always.”

			Clara tilted her head, curious. “Is that what this is to you?”

			He nodded. “My church.”

			A pause. He took a breath like he was about to say more but thought better of it.

			“And tomorrow, I take communion the only way I know how.”

			Clara smiled faintly but didn’t move. Instead, she set the pistol down and walked slowly toward him.

			“You know,” she said softly, “not everything has to be war and weapons. You can let yourself want something else sometimes.”

			He stiffened slightly, instinctively. But her voice was warm, low, steady.

			“I’m not asking for flowers or candlelight,” she said. “Just... don’t make me do all the fighting.”

			She reached out, fingers brushing along his forearm, rough from a thousand fixes. He didn’t pull away, didn’t speak. His breathing deepened, chest rising, but his eyes didn’t flinch from hers.

			“I don’t know how to do the soft stuff, Clara,” he finally said, almost apologetic.

			She leaned in closer, the towel now forgotten between them, her bare skin brushing his arms. “That’s okay,” she whispered. “I know how to teach you.”

			Joubert didn’t answer with words. Instead, he cupped her face with both hands—clumsy, rough, reverent. His forehead pressed to hers as if in silent prayer. When he finally kissed her, it was with the weight of every battle he’d survived and every word he’d never learned how to say.

			They moved through the weapons bay like ghosts dancing in shadow, beneath hanging rifles and dim industrial light. His “church” bore witness not to war this time, but to the quiet, tangled truth of love in unlikely places.

			And outside, beyond the steel hull of their refuge, the stars moved indifferently on.

			Dorian sat at the edge of a stool, watching a shard flicker between his fingers. The sliver of Cryethium was no larger than a fingernail, but it pulsed with an erratic beat. He had scanned it six times. The harmonic resonance was shifting—slightly, subtly, unnaturally.

			Each reading had shown a new frequency variation, as if the metal itself was alive. He reached for his tablet and overlaid the results. A pattern was emerging.

			William knocked at the door.

			He stepped inside, boots quiet on the metal floor. He studied the rows of notes, the hovering 3D schematic Dorian had constructed above the lab table.

			“You know,” William said, “I hated you the moment Stuart introduced you.”

			Dorian didn’t flinch. “Most people do.”

			William nodded. “But I’ve watched you work for two days straight. Don’t eat or sleep. Barely speak. And that code you cracked this morning? It saved a hundred of our people in Addis Ababa.”

			Dorian looked up. “You don’t need to like or thank me.”

			William smiled faintly. “No. But I do need you to keep doing what you’re doing.”

			He turned to leave, then hesitated.

			“Dorian,” he added, “we don’t get many second chances. Don’t waste yours.”

			As Stuart dozed off beside Frankie, his mind drifted back to the first time they encountered Cryethium.

			A winter rain had just passed over Rustenberg, the roads slick and dark as oil. Joubert had been leading them through an abandoned test shaft—no lights, no comms. Then it had started to glow.

			A soft violet shimmer pulsing from within the rock. Stuart had run his gloved hand along the shaft wall, and his HUD flickered violently.

			Frankie’s voice had crackled over the comms: “Stuart, your vitals just spiked. Are you okay?”

			He remembered the tremor in his fingers. The odd warmth in his bones. His pacemaker made him shudder; he thought nothing of it.

			“There’s something here,” he’d whispered. “Something alive.”

			It was the first time he truly feared what they were.

			Later that night, as lights dimmed and shifts changed, the team gathered one last time before Phase One.

			Stuart stood at the head of the table, hands resting on the cool surface. In front of him: Frankie, Clara, Tasha, Joubert, Jandre, and Dorian.

			William, with his huge presence, always gave the room a sense of reality. He had brought along several hand-picked operatives from his unit—grizzled fighters, cyber-specialists, long-range scouts. Each one had earned their place.

			Stuart met their eyes.

			“Tomorrow we begin. First blackout. First strike. First ripple.”

			Frankie reached forward and placed the old Vair insignia—the broken shard of their enemy turned into a symbol of defiance—in the middle of the table.

			“We didn’t survive and return to Earth to lose now,” she said.

			William nodded. “We don’t just bring war. We bring memory. We bring truth.”

			“And fire,” Joubert added, almost cheerfully, patting his rifle.

			Stuart exhaled slowly. “Then we bring everything. Rest now. We will convene in the command chamber in two hours.”

			Later, in the command chamber, William had summoned the inner circle. The chamber was war-worn—scratches across consoles, flickering lights, and patches welded into the bulkheads from previous attacks.

			He tapped a digital board. Earth’s map bloomed to life, layered with Grid signals, resistance pockets, mining zones, and Zang facilities.

			“We need a long-term strategy,” he began. “We don’t win this in a week. This will take months. But we now have tools they don’t understand. And stories they’ve never heard. So we do this in four phases. Think of it as a war in motion.”

			Clara stepped up beside him. “Phase One: Blackout Protocol. We hit key communication nodes—not to destroy, but to hijack. Confuse. Redirect.”

			Tasha nodded. “Digital warfare, then field strikes. Hit and vanish. We make them fear shadows.”

			William continued. “Phase Two: Extraction. We identify and retrieve targets of interest—engineers, scientists, anyone with knowledge of Cryethium or the Zang facilities.”

			“Phase Three,” Stuart said, stepping forward, “is Disruption. We expose their lies. Leak data. Broadcast the truth to the people living under their control.”

			Frankie added, “And Phase Four: Collapse. We strike simultaneously at infrastructure, leadership, and logistics. We burn out the roots.”

			Dorian pulled up a rotating Cryethium lattice on the display. “And we do it before they figure out what this stuff can really do. Because once they unlock the Tesseract Protocol... everything changes.”

			The room fell silent. Even Joubert, who rarely looked unsettled, shifted his stance as some of the team drifted away to gather their thoughts for the storm that lay ahead.

			As night fell outside Joubert’s chapel, inside the stone-and-steel walls of the operations room, the glow of multiple monitors flickered across Clara’s focused face. Tasha was hunched beside her, chewing her bottom lip as lines of code and intercepted audio scrolled across the screens.

			“This isn’t just chatter,” Tasha muttered, isolating another waveform. “This is coordinated data—pulse-encoded. Layered communications.”

			“Encrypted too. But old-school,” Clara added. “They’re hiding advanced tech behind archaic encryption... like using a rusted padlock on a digital vault.”

			The audio clicked and fuzzed. A strange hum surged beneath the waveform.

			“There. Did you hear that?” Clara spun in her chair. “Listen closely.”

			The hum repeated, interspersed with pulses. And then a low, emotionless voice in Mandarin filtered through the layers. The translation engine kicked in, whispering through the speaker:

			“...Field integrity in Zone-9 nominal. Consciousness stabilization at 17%. Transfer ready. Gravity corridor between Sub-Alpha and Dome Theta will open once Cryethium resonance is aligned...”

			Tasha sat bolt upright. “Did they just say gravity corridor between locations?”

			Clara nodded. “Between cities. They’re moving objects—or people—through gravity. They’re literally folding distance with field harmonics.”

			“And the consciousness part—‘stabilization’? They’re moving minds through these fields?”

			Clara pulled up the matching data file. “Yes. They’re testing trans-dimensional neural uploads. Human thought, memory, even self-awareness, moved through frequency gaps between physical locations.”

			“They’re transferring people?” Tasha asked.

			“Not bodies. Consciousness,” Clara said. “Like a stream of thought riding a wave through space. What if their endgame is digital immortality? Or dimensional displacement?”

			Tasha exhaled slowly. “What the hell are we dealing with?”

			Clara clicked on another layer of the signal—an engineering schematic embedded in audio form. She decrypted it and projected the image onto the far wall.

			It was a sleek pod, coffin-sized, lined with Cryethium tubes and cognitive halo rings. At its core, a flickering blue lattice pulsed rhythmically.

			“That’s not a machine,” Clara whispered. “It’s a gateway.”

			Scrolling further, they uncovered a Zang Corporation manifest labeled: “Reconstruction – Type-VI Artifacts.”

			Clara’s eyes widened. “These are scans of some sort of Riftship. They’ve been reverse-engineering it in real time.”

			“How long have they had it?” Tasha asked.

			“There’s a reference here to First Contact – 1996,  off the Kalahari line. That’s before any of our missions. Before even Underskein.”

			Tasha’s brow furrowed. “And they’ve had this head start for nearly thirty years?”

			“Worse,” Clara said, “they didn’t just find it. They broke it apart. Rebuilt it. It’s all here: zero-point containment spheres, anti-gravity coils, temporal memory locks.”

			“And all of it,” Tasha murmured, “powered by Cryethium.”

			Clara brought up the raw index of comm logs. Across every data stream, from weapon blueprints to medical transference, from anti-gravity to neural syncing, one constant phrase appeared:

			‘’Cryethium Protocol: Required’’

			She cross-referenced it with Stuart’s documents from London. The ones Alex died trying to retrieve.

			“Here,” she said, highlighting an excerpt. “The Tesseract Protocol. It’s not a set of instructions; it’s a gateway function. A trigger. The Zang Corporation has built the hardware, but it needs Cryethium to synchronise all systems into phase.”

			Tasha’s voice was dry. “Cryethium isn’t just fuel. It’s the key.”

			Clara turned, eyes wide with dawning clarity. “It’s a lattice conductor. A universal tuner. Every part of their operation, gravity control, energy fields, consciousness mapping, it all fails without Cryethium.”

			“They can’t open the corridor, stabilise a mind, or run zero-point devices without it,” Tasha added.

			“And now they have enough of it,” Clara finished.

			The old wooden table in Joubert’s strategy room had once held hymn books and parish records. Now it groaned under the weight of maps, blueprints, drone imagery, and a single flickering satellite feed of a dark, dense jungle basin in the heart of Central Africa.

			The whole team had gathered, and Frankie stood at the head, pointing to the crater-like depression halfway between Mbandaka and an unmarked river system. Lira’ven sneaked in, hoping to be of help. She gave an infectious glance at Jandre.

			“This facility here—it’s not listed on any national maps, no aerial logs. But Clara and Tasha picked it up through signal triangulation. And the gravity pulses in this zone? They’re... unnatural. It’s about one hour away by the SCL-X9 Spectre glider.”

			Clara added, “If Zang has built a working Zero-Point Array anywhere, it’ll be here.”

			The team gathered beneath the old Cryethium struts that framed the eastern hangar wall. Moonlight spilled through the narrow slit of the open launch platform above, catching in the mist of coolant vapor that hissed from nearby vents. Somewhere above, sand shifted against ancient steel, the desert holding its breath.

			Stuart looked over them: Clara checking her gear in silence, Tasha pacing with nervous energy, Jandre in quiet focus, and Frankie standing just behind him, arms folded, watching everything.

			“You’ve got twelve hours,” Stuart said. “You land, deploy the drone nest, record everything. No contact. No risks. In and out.”

			Clara cinched her harness. “And if the signatures are stronger than expected?”

			“Log it. Don’t engage,” Stuart replied. “We need data, not casualties.”

			Jandre slipped his knife into a boot sheath. “We’ll move like shadows. Jungle’s dense and dampens most tech. That’s good and bad.”

			Tasha grinned. “Bad for them.”

			Frankie stepped forward and handed Tasha a cryo-patch. “Just in case. It’ll numb a wound long enough for exfil.”

			“You are giving me lucky charms now?” Tasha teased.

			“No. I’m giving you an order: come back.”

			For a moment, silence. Then the whine of the SCL-X9 Spectre stealth glider’s systems coming online cut the stillness.

			Stuart exhaled. “You’ve all been in worse places. But don’t let familiarity breed mistakes. This jungle is different. It’s been touched by Cryethium. We don’t know how deep that influence runs.”

			Jandre gave a sharp nod. “Understood,” glancing at Lira’ven.

			She winked back. “Come back in one piece, please.”

			They moved as one toward the craft, boots clinking against the steel floor, shadows dancing in the low blue light of the bay. Joubert watched from the gantry above, arms folded, lips moving in a silent prayer.

			Just before the ramp closed, Clara turned. “Tell Joubert not to wait up.”

			The glider sealed with a soft hiss.

			And then the night air was thick with the scent of burning wood and earth as the stealth glider lifted from Joubert’s chapel compound. It made no more noise than the wind brushing a leaf...

			The glider soared low over a sea of endless green. From above, the jungle looked like a single breathing organism—dark, vast, and waiting.

			Inside, no one spoke.

			The only sounds were the soft hum of the stealth engine, the occasional click of recalibrating sensors, and the deep, slow breath of those who knew the danger they were flying into. Every bump in the air felt like a threat. Every second ticked heavier.

			Clara adjusted the drone core on her lap, fingers light and precise. Tasha watched the terrain shift on her display, eyes tracking heat signatures that vanished and reappeared like ghosts. Something down there moved—too slow for animals, too fluid for wind.

			Jandre piloted with his jaw clenched, fingers feathering the stick. “Crosswinds rising,” he muttered. “No altitude margins. We go in cold.”

			Ahead, the jungle ridge reared up like a green wall. Trees clawed toward the sky, taller than cathedrals. The glider dipped lower, its wing skirts brushing against humid air thick with pollen and storm scent.

			The onboard AI whispered proximity alerts, too fast to react to. Tasha’s fingers dug into the harness. “We’re scraping canopy.”

			“Almost there,” Jandre said. “No lights. No flaps. Just gravity.”

			They plunged through the final veil of mist, branches cracking against the fuselage. The glider tilted, skidded, then slammed down hard on a narrow strip of moss and mud that passed for a ridge. The entire frame shuddered.

			Silence.

			Clara unlatched her harness, heartbeat roaring in her ears.

			Tasha blinked, then smiled grimly. “We’re not dead. That’s a start.”

			Jandre exhaled, tapping the side of the cockpit with reverence. “God bless reinforced landing struts.”

			Outside, the jungle pressed in from every direction—dark, wet, and utterly unforgiving. Somewhere in the distance, a low screech echoed through the canopy.

			It didn’t sound like any animal they knew.

			Jandre looked back. “We move. Now.”

			Boots hit the earth, soft and deliberate. The glider shimmered and vanished beneath its cloak.

			The jungle swallowed them whole.

			The jungle was alive, vibrating with energy that wasn’t just natural. The deeper they went, the stranger it became. Time felt... thick. The trees leaned at odd angles, as though magnetically pulled toward something far below.

			Tasha paused, her boot half-raised above an outcrop of moss-covered stone. “You feel that?” she whispered.

			Clara nodded. “Like walking underwater.”

			They pressed on, cutting through the undergrowth, navigating by flickering signal points.

			Then, light.

			Soft blue-white pulses glowed through the mist ahead, just over a broken ridge.

			They crouched, brushing vines aside.

			The crater base loomed below, carved into the earth like a forbidden temple. Stark metal walkways stretched between dish-shaped towers. Hovering drones skimmed silently above, scanning. A soft hum emanated from the central dome—steady, low-pitched, almost like breathing.

			Jandre leaned closer, adjusting the zoom lens on the recorder. “They’ve activated something,” he muttered.

			Clara’s tablet pinged. “I’m reading quantum flux distortions, small but growing. Jandre, get the drone beacon up. We need footage before this goes—”

			A flash.

			From the dome, a sharp beam of light pulsed upward into the sky. The air rippled.

			Suddenly, the ground trembled beneath them. Birds scattered in every direction.

			Tasha’s commlink sparked, then connected for a brief moment. “Stuart, Clara here. Eyes on unknown structure. Blue light over the canopy. Sky pulsing, gravity feels… wrong. Tell William there’s movement. Something’s coming through…”

			The link died.

			Inside the comms room, every head turned as the static-laced voice burst from the wall speakers.

			“Stuart, Clara here…”

			They froze.

			William shot a look at Frankie. “We need eyes in that jungle. Now.”

			Frankie was already moving. “Get the comms relay open. Re-establish contact.”

			Joubert bolted upright. “Clara—is she OK? Do we go in?” His voice more concerned than normal.

			Stuart stepped forward slowly, heart pounding. “We might not have a choice.”
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			​Chapter 4

			The Breach Point​

			The war had always been in the shadows. Until now.

			Joubert’s chapel was silent but for the hum of relays and the growing urgency in every breath. Stuart stood motionless, staring at the frozen feed. Clara’s voice had cut out, but her last words hung in the air like smoke.

			Something’s coming through.

			Frankie moved fast, sliding into the operator’s chair. “Comms relay is being jammed. Short burst electromagnetic pulse. They’re scrambling localized transmissions.”

			Joubert cursed softly under his breath. “They must’ve tripped a defensive phase net. Automated.”

			William leaned over the table, hands gripping the edge. “That wasn’t just an energy surge. That was an opening. Zang might have activated a gate, or something like it.”

			Stuart looked around. “We don’t know what they saw. But we have to assume that they’re alive... and that they’ve seen too much.”

			Tasha, Clara, and Jandre were out there. Behind enemy lines. And the jungle wasn’t just dense with trees; it was thick with secrets meant to stay buried.

			“We move to Phase One,” Stuart said. “Immediately.”

			The team reassembled in the chapel’s lower chamber, once a prayer crypt, now turned command centre. Clara had dubbed it The Core, where plans were made and missions were set into motion.

			Frankie brought the room up to speed. “The Cryethium Grid runs through four anchor zones: Brazil, Morocco, Germany, and India. Each is linked through the Riftstream system we now know runs on zero-point modulation.”

			Brazil – Anchor Zone Alpha
City: São José dos Campos

			• Why: This city is a hub of aerospace and advanced manufacturing in Brazil. It houses Embraer (aircraft manufacturer) and a major unit of the Brazilian Aerospace Research Institute. It’s a plausible site for Riftstream technology and Cryethium experimentation.
• Cryethium Application Possibility: Aerospace testing, zero-point propulsion systems, stealth drones.

			Morocco – Anchor Zone Beta
City: Ouarzazate


			• Why: Known as the “Door of the Desert,” this city is already home to massive solar arrays and film production studios. Its remote location makes it perfect for covert military or energy operations, hidden from public view.
• Cryethium Application Possibility: Energy amplification through Cryethium-grid solar conversions, experimental Riftstream gate testing under extreme climate conditions.

			Germany – Anchor Zone Gamma
City: Ingolstadt

			• Why: An automotive and engineering powerhouse, home to Audi and other tech-forward industries. This location blends industrial muscle with a discreet edge, not as obvious as Berlin or Frankfurt.
• Cryethium Application Possibility: Ground-based Riftstream reactor prototyping; integration into advanced military transport and quantum computing.

			India – Anchor Zone Delta
City: Bangalore

			• Why: Bangalore is India’s Silicon Valley. The Zang have carved out a hidden complex beneath the tech corridors, buried under legitimate infrastructure. They’re exploiting the city’s workforce, research parks, and private contracts to mask a high-grade fabrication plant.
• Cryethium Application Possibility: Riftstream gateways and remote power grid research linked to defence.

			The air was still, thick with exhaustion and the metallic scent of gun oil. A single overhead light flickered as Frankie stood at the digital display, her expression calm but grave.

			The holographic globe rotated slowly behind her, glowing with pulsing red markers.

			Frankie tapped the interface, zooming in.

			Before Frankie could continue, two of William’s commanders entered the room: Commander Jack “Grizzly” Harlan, his boots still caked in red dust, and Commander Catalina Reyes, her sharp eyes scanning the room with practiced precision.

			Their arrival drew a brief silence. Grizzly leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed and unimpressed. Catalina nodded briefly toward William but offered no warmth.

			Frankie took a breath and kept going. “I need to repeat: the Cryethium Grid runs through four anchor zones, each connected by the Riftstream system we now know runs on zero-point modulation. All four are now under direct surveillance by our allied satellites and rogue nodes we’ve activated through Clara’s uplink.”

			Grizzly cut in, gravel in his voice. “And how solid is that surveillance, exactly? Because last time we were told ‘secure,’ we walked into a damn ambush.”

			Joubert bristled but kept his voice measured. “The uplink is stable. This isn’t a classroom theory; it’s Cold War ghost architecture buried under layers of misdirection. We’re tracking real-time data across all four anchor zones. You’re not walking into an ambush this time.”

			Catalina raised an eyebrow. “Let’s hope your confidence matches your encryption.”

			Before Joubert could speak, Stuart stepped forward, tone calm but unmistakably firm.

			“That’s enough.”

			Grizzly turned his head slowly. “Just asking the questions no one else seems to be.”

			Stuart didn’t blink. “You’re not in the jungle yet. Right now, you’re in our operation. We respect your experience, but if you think intimidation earns you a seat at this table, you’re wasting time.”

			Reyes folded her arms, coolly appraising him. “And you are?”

			“Commander Stuart Morris,” he said. “The one who brought this whole thing into the light. The man who’s been hunted across continents and galaxies to get us here. You don’t have to like me, Commander, but you will respect what’s already in motion.”

			Grizzly gave a grudging nod, a flicker of respect passing behind his eyes. “Alright. We’ll play nice. For now.”

			Stuart met his gaze. “Good. Because we don’t have time for ego. We’re here to shut this thing down, fast, clean, and final. If you can help, great. If you can’t, get out of the way.”

			The tension in the room held for a moment longer, thick as jungle heat. Then Reyes nodded once, crisp and soldierly.

			Frankie gave Stuart a sidelong glance and the smallest smile.

			“Now,” she said, returning to the map, “where were we?”

			She turned, making eye contact with each of them.

			“Zone Alpha: Brazil. São José dos Campos.”

			She highlighted the site.

			“Officially an aerospace and research city. Unofficially, they’re running high-orbit drone tests using Cryethium-lined propulsion cells. We believe they’re attempting Rift-hover capability, short bursts through folded space.”

			Dorian muttered, “So it begins.”

			Frankie continued.

			“Zone Beta: Morocco. Ouarzazate.”

			A barren expanse lit up in deep red.

			“Looks like a solar field from the sky. But beneath the panels is a subterranean grid node. Our contact inside REN21 says they’ve begun zero-point amplification experiments. Massive surges in localized gravity have been detected in the last 72 hours.”

			Joubert leaned in. “Power? Or weapons?”

			Frankie’s tone darkened. “Both.”

			“Zone Gamma: Germany. Frankfurt.”

			The European map reoriented.

			“Hidden inside an old Audi military R&D site. They’ve been working on Cryethium integration with battlefield AI and mobile reactor cores. They’ve built a working Riftstream tether. They’re testing real-time data flow across the grid with zero lag.”

			Joubert’s eyes narrowed. “That’s post-quantum-level latency. They’re ahead of us.”

			“Not for long,” Dorian replied, tapping his keyboard.

			“Zone Delta: India. Bangalore.”

			Frankie’s voice carried a weight of unease.

			“This one runs deep. Intelligence from the Thessarans confirms what our own scans suggest. Bangalore isn’t just India’s Silicon Valley anymore. The Zang have carved out a hidden complex beneath the tech corridors, buried under legitimate infrastructure. They’re exploiting the city’s workforce, research parks, and private contracts to mask a high-grade fabrication plant.”

			Stuart leaned forward, brow furrowed.

			“So they’ve set up shop in the very heart of India’s innovation… and they’ve got the government looking the other way.”

			“Exactly,” Frankie said. “They’re not just tapping local talent. We think they’re funneling breakthroughs in AI, nanotech, and Riftstream engineering straight into weapons manufacturing. If they complete this node, it won’t just be another factory; it’ll be a command spine for their entire global network.”

			“All four zones are transmitting encrypted bursts on the same Cryethium-coded frequency. Coordinated. Monitored. That means one thing: someone, or something, is overseeing the entire grid in real time.”

			William broke the silence. “A global command structure.”

			“No,” Frankie said. “Worse. A single operating system.”

			Suddenly Jandre’s voice came through, distorted but alive, via a satellite uplink piggybacked through Clara’s beacon.

			“We’ve lost visibility on the central dome. Clara’s systems are offline. But she’s breathing. Whatever came through, it didn’t see us. Yet. I’ve got her and Tasha under cover.”

			Stuart exhaled in relief, but it was short-lived.

			William stepped forward. “We hit them now. While they’re occupied. Dorian’s harmonic sequence only gives us five minutes. That’s all the blackout window buys us before Zang’s failover kicks in.”

			Joubert dimmed the lights and projected the Underskein tunnel paths. The Riftship, still docked inside a dry cavern nearby, would fold them across the world invisibly, using Cryethium-resonant tunnelling.

			Dorian, tapping at a crystalline interface, spoke low but fast. “The Cryethium Grid isn’t just for communication. It’s a surveillance array. These four sites highlighted by Frankie form a resonant lattice. Disrupt one, they can reboot. Hit all four at once, we cause confusion… fear… and silence.”

			Frankie nodded. “And in the silence, the world will start asking questions.”

			Stuart studied the plan. Four teams. Four strikes. Surgical. Coordinated. Clean. No trace.

			“Who leads what?” he asked.

			• Frankie & Jandre: Morocco – mountainous, sparse, but protected by old-world tech mixed with Zang drones.
• Harlan, Reyes & Clara (once recovered): Germany – industrial, urban, tight corridors, layered AI defence.
• Tasha & Joubert: Brazil – jungle-fused facility, crawling with heat-hardened tech and old mercenary units.
• Stuart & Dorian: India – chaotic sprawl, underground Cryethium core buried beneath a recycling plant, guarded by the Red Veil militia.

			Dorian looked to Stuart. “You’ll be the distraction in India. I’ll get us in, but you’ll need to get us out.”

			They had twelve hours to prepare. Twelve hours before Dorian activated the Vair harmonic sequence, a burst of chaotic frequency that would nullify Zang’s grid for precisely five minutes.

			The Riftship, shimmering in its cocoon of blue light deep under the mountain, hummed to life. Cryethium veins pulsed through its hull.

			Frankie brushed her fingers along the control surface, whispering, “You ready for this?”

			Stuart glanced over, the past days weighing heavy on his face. “Does it matter?”

			“No,” she smiled. “But I wanted to ask anyway.”

			Back inside the comms room, a monitor flickered on—Tasha’s face, bloodied but alive.

			“We’re underground. Clara’s waking up. Jandre’s setting a charge. Whatever that beam was, it opened something. Not a gate… a memory. I saw, Stuart, I saw you. Standing inside that dome. But it wasn’t now. It wasn’t here.”

			Static.

			“They’re not just folding time. They’re sending echoes.”

			The air reeked of ozone and scorched soil.

			The pulse of blue light from the dome had subsided into a low, almost imperceptible thrum. But the sky overhead still shimmered faintly, like heat rising off invisible glass.

			Clara groaned as she sat up. Her head rang from the surge. Jandre helped her lean against a mossy boulder.

			“Easy,” he whispered. “We’re clear. For now.”

			Tasha crouched a few metres away, pulse weapon drawn, eyes scanning the basin floor. Her skin prickled with electricity, and her breath came shallow.

			“It’s... quiet,” she said. “Too quiet.”

			Jandre nodded toward the structure. “The drones are gone.”

			“Not gone,” Clara said softly, rubbing her temple. “They’re offline. Whatever came through knocked out their guidance systems. EMP burst, or something else.”

			She looked toward the dome. It was open now. The top had prised back like a metallic flower. Within the chamber, something shimmered, suspended between rows of crystalline nodes, almost humming in tune with her thoughts.

			“We need to see inside,” Clara said, steadying herself.

			Jandre handed her the secondary scanner. “You sure you’re up for this?”

			She nodded, wiped blood from her eyebrow. “If we don’t find out what they activated, we’ll never stop the next one.”

			Moving slowly and low, they crossed a gravel path lined with embedded Cryethium tiles. The material pulsed beneath their boots, whispering with soft light.

			Tasha whispered, “It’s like walking across a heartbeat.”

			They reached the dome’s perimeter. Clara scanned the outer casing; data streamed across her tablet.

			“No heat signatures. No shielding. It’s like it wants us to look.”

			Jandre motioned her behind him. He stepped through the open threshold first.

			Inside, the dome was vast, larger than it had appeared from outside. Gravity bent subtly inward, like the space folded in on itself. Walls were lined with mirrored hexagonal panels. At the centre: a floating orb of blue-white plasma, encased in a lattice of shifting light. Beneath it, etched into the metal floor in Cryethium veins, was a symbol none of them recognised.

			Tasha stared at it. “That’s not Zang. That’s... something older.”

			Clara’s breath hitched. She touched the tablet. “It’s Lytherian. I’ve seen this shard in Stuart’s scans from the Riftship.”

			The orb pulsed again, and the room echoed.

			But not with sound.

			With memory.

			Clara staggered back. The scanner slipped from her hands and clattered to the floor. Her eyes went wide, unfocused.

			“I... I’m seeing something, no, remembering—” she whispered.

			Tasha caught her. “Clara! Talk to me.”

			She couldn’t. Her mind was somewhere else.

			She was inside the dome.

			But it was different.

			Clean. Polished. Occupied.

			Figures moved through it, cloaked in angular armour, voices like harmonic bells. And one of them, she swore, looked like Stuart.

			Not as he was now, but older. Hardened. And surrounded by light.

			She blinked, and it vanished.

			The room returned.

			Clara fell to her knees.

			Jandre knelt beside her. “What happened?”

			She looked at him, voice shaking. “I was... in the future. Or the past. Or somewhere sideways. They’re using this technology to project memory through space. Through time. But it’s not passive; it pulls you in. Like it wants to show you something.”

			Tasha, still watching the orb, whispered, “Or someone.”

			A hiss echoed through the far end of the chamber.

			A shadow detached from the wall. Then another. Tall, fluid shapes that bent light around them. Not machines. Not people.

			Something in-between.

			They shimmered faintly, vague humanoid forms, but constantly distorting, like reflections in disturbed water.

			Jandre aimed his rifle. “Contact, back wall. They’re phasing in.”

			Clara’s voice was dry. “Those aren’t guards.”

			Tasha squinted. “They’re... not even Zang.”

			Clara steadied her breath. “They came through. From wherever that beam was aimed.”

			“Alien?” Jandre asked.

			Clara shook her head. “No. Worse. They’re us. From another fold. A future Zang. A consciousness echo. Sent back through the gate as a test.”

			Tasha stepped forward slowly, lowering her weapon slightly. “They don’t move like soldiers.”

			The phasing figures remained still, like they were watching. Recording.

			“Let’s move,” Jandre hissed. “Now.”

			Clara retrieved the fallen scanner, fingers flying across its surface.

			“I’m uploading the lattice schematic. If we can recreate it, maybe we can counter it, or at least understand how it works.”

			They backed toward the dome’s exit as the phantoms remained behind, flickering, almost contemplative.

			Just before stepping out, Clara turned and looked back one last time.

			The orb pulsed once more.

			Her tablet vibrated violently.

			A message flashed across it in fractured code, blinking red:

			CRYETHIUM ISN’T POWER. IT’S PERMISSION.

			Her breath caught.

			Tasha grabbed her. “Move!”

			They ran.

			Vines whipped at their legs. The shimmer behind them faded.

			The jungle returned.

			Heavy.

			Still.

			Breathing.

			Jandre activated the uplink beacon and shot the encrypted data stream skyward to Joubert’s system.

			“Signal’s weak,” he growled. “But it’s out.”

			Clara slumped against a tree, eyes wide.

			“What does it mean?” Tasha asked, kneeling beside her.

			Clara looked up at the canopy, voice quiet, haunted.

			“It means Zang didn’t build the gate to control time,” she said. “They built it to ask for entry.”

			Jandre was the first to sense it.

			The jungle was no longer just watching; it was moving. The air thickened again, like something ancient had stirred beneath the canopy.

			“They’re tracking us,” he said, low.

			Tasha swung around. “The phantoms?”

			“No,” Clara said. “Something physical this time. Zang tech, maybe. Or worse, something they brought through.”

			They had to move.

			Clara’s pulse beat in her throat as they crashed through brush and tangled roots. The narrow jungle path twisted around granite outcrops and deep sinkholes.

			Behind them, the faint shimmer of phase-hunting drones glowed between the trees, slicing soft light through the mist.

			Jandre brought up the rear, pulse rifle raised. “Go! I’ll cover the back.”

			“Shut up and run,” Tasha growled.

			They made it to the glider site, still partially camouflaged under fallen fronds. But as they broke the treeline—

			A sharp crack ripped through the air.

			Clara screamed as Jandre staggered forward, a clean beam burning through the meat of his side. He collapsed just metres from the glider.

			“Sniper drone!” Tasha yelled, dragging Clara behind the fuselage as another beam hissed past them.
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