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Chapter 1: Whispers of the Eternal Convergence

Terry’s boots crunched over the fractured obsidian expanse, each step sending faint vibrations through the terrain that hummed like a distant engine. The projection realm—a jagged patchwork of Eldoria’s verdant thickets bleeding into Aetheria’s storm-lashed crags—stretched out in shifting strata, where creepers twisted into lightning-scarred stone and the air carried a metallic tang mixed with damp earth. He adjusted the strap of his augmented gauntlet, its runic circuits glowing faintly as they scanned for anomalies. Beside him, Elara crouched low, her fingers tracing a pulsing vein of crystalline frost that snaked across the ground, her tattooed arms flexing with pent-up strain. Lirael flanked them, her upgraded prosthetic leg whirring softly as she paced, railgun slung over her shoulder, eyes narrowed against the whipping gusts that tugged at her silver-streaked hair. “Signal’s steady here,” Terry said, his voice clipped as he knelt by a salvaged progenitor crystal embedded in a makeshift scanner rig. The device, a hybrid of his Nexus-weave emitter and scavenged Collective tech, hummed with contained energy, its holographic display flaring blue. “No active breaches in the last hour. This thing’s our ticket to mapping the next convergence zone.” Elara straightened, brushing frost from her palms, her gaze lingering on the crystal’s oily sheen. “It pulses like a heartbeat. Feels… wrong. Like it’s listening.” Her words lingered, trailing off, but her knuckles whitened around her bow’s grip. Lirael snorted, kicking a loose shard of rock that skittered into a nearby fissure. “Everything in these realms feels wrong. Just crack it open before the weather turns.” She glanced skyward, where thunderheads from Aetheria bled into Eldoria’s canopy, rumbling with unnatural proximity. Terry’s lips curled in a half-smirk, his fingers dancing over the console’s keys. Circuits lit up, and the crystal throbbed in response, its facets fracturing light into erratic prisms. “Patience. Runic lockdown engaging—converting ambient mana to stabilize the decrypt.” A low whine swelled, the air thickening with ozone, and the hologram stabilized into a swirling vortex of data streams. Then the crystal shattered its containment. A shockwave rippled outward, not sound but force—knocking Terry back onto his haunches, his gauntlet sparking as it absorbed the kinetic surge. Elara staggered, creepers erupting from her sleeves in reflexive coils that anchored her to the terrain, while Lirael’s prosthetic locked with a grind, her body twisting mid-fall to land in a crouch. The realm distorted around them: the obsidian cracked like eggshell, revealing glimpses of churning voids beneath, and the air filled with a bedlam of clashing echoes—screams from Sundering battles, the grind of progenitor claws on stone. Before them, the hologram burst into a full-spectrum projection, engulfing the patrol site in illusory chaos. Towering spires of fused crystal and flesh loomed, continents rending apart in slow, grinding torment. Realms collided—Eldoria’s forests igniting in Aetheria’s tempests, Earth’s steel megacities crumbling under Frostveil’s glaciers—while oily riftblight seeped from every seam, birthing hordes of chimeric horrors that rampaged with whipping lashes and jagged maws. At the epicenter, a colossal silhouette uncoiled: the Elder Progenitor, its form a titanic helix of throbbing veins and armored segments, eyes like molten craters glaring with primordial rage. Harlan’s voice boomed through the vision, distorted yet mocking, laced with static bursts. “The Eternal Convergence awakens. Your seals were stitches on a festering wound. Watch your worlds unravel, Prince. The engine hums once more.” Terry’s jaw clenched, his free hand balling into a fist that dented the scanner’s edge. He rose, plasma emitter thrumming to life in his palm, but the projection held, unyielding. Spectral figures coalesced amid the cataclysm—translucent yet solid enough to cast shadows. Kael Draven first, his dual blades crossed in a defensive stance, face etched with the grim resolve from their Frostveil battles. “The Collective harbors serpents,” he rasped, voice echoing like wind through ruins. “Betrayals echo from the shards. Trust no oath untested.” His form flared, sword arm blurring as if struck by an unseen blow, before dissolving into motes that scorched the ground like embers. Joren followed, the young mage’s eyes wide with the horror of his final stand, snaking lightning arcing faintly around his fading silhouette. “The progenitor stirs beneath the Veil. Harlan’s heralds walk among you—projections made flesh. Seal the heart, or all bleeds to void.” A riftblight lash phantom whipped out in the vision, coiling around his waist and hauling him backward; he shattered with a crack like breaking ice, fragments raining down to sizzle on the obsidian. Lirael’s railgun cycled with a metallic click, her prosthetic fingers flexing as her gaze swept the fading apparitions. “Ghosts with warnings. Convenient.” Her tone sharpened, eyes flicking to Terry, then Elara, a subtle accusation in the way her shoulders squared. Elara’s creepers retracted with a rustle, but her stance remained coiled, breath rasping in shallow gasps. “They felt real. Kael’s scar—the one from the leviathan claw. It’s there.” She pressed a hand to her side, as if mirroring an old wound, her gaze hardening on the fading hologram. The vision imploded, the crystal’s remnants crumbling to ash that swirled in a sudden updraft. But the realm responded: tremors rumbled through the terrain, fissures spiderwebbing outward from their feet. A low groan swelled, and from the largest crack, riftblight oozed—shimmering black oil that crystallized into jagged spines, pushing upward with wet snaps. “Contact!” Terry barked, emitter charging with a high-pitched whine. He thrust his arm forward, unleashing lances of superheated plasma that struck the emerging shard, melting it into slag that bubbled and hissed, filling the air with burnt sugar reek. The terrain jolted, throwing divots of obsidian skyward. Elara moved fluidly, her tattoos glowing as she slammed her palm to the earth. Thorny creepers burst forth in a tangle of barbs, coiling around the fissure’s edges and wrenching them shut with fibrous creaks. One spine pierced through, grazing her forearm—drawing a thin line of blood that welled hot and immediate, forcing a hiss through her teeth as she hauled back. Lirael leaped into the fray, prosthetic leg propelling her airborne; she channeled a torrent of snaking lightning from her railgun’s barrel, the bolt forking into the ooze with a deafening crack. The riftblight quaked, spines shattering into crystalline shrapnel that peppered the air, one fragment clipping her shoulder and embedding deep enough to tear fabric and flesh, sending a lurch down her arm that slackened her grip momentarily. She crashed down, knee weakening on uneven stone, but fired again, the shockwave rippling outward and pulverizing a secondary spur. The rift sealed with a final, sucking pop, the terrain settling into uneasy stillness. Smoking craters dotted the obsidian, acrid fumes curling upward, and the unnatural quiet pressed in, broken only by their ragged breaths. Terry holstered his emitter, wiping sweat from his brow, but his eyes lingered on the ash pile where the crystal had been. “That wasn’t just a decrypt. It was a beacon. Harlan’s alive, pulling strings from the shadows.” Lirael’s hand clamped over her wounded shoulder, blood seeping between fingers as she straightened, prosthetic whirring in protest. “Or a trap. Those projections—Kael, Joren—they named the Collective. You think Vexa’s crew has moles?” Her words sliced, gaze locking on Terry’s, the unspoken challenge clear in the tilt of her chin. Elara bound her cut with a quick wrap of creeper strips, the plant material tightening like a vice, but she winced, ribs aching from the earlier jolt. “Doubting allies now shatters us faster than any rift. But… the warnings align. We report to the citadel. Full scan on every defector.” Terry dipped his chin sharply, slinging the scanner’s remains over his shoulder, its weight pulling at his cybernetic arm with a faint grind. “Agreed. But if it’s war brewing, we need contingencies. My lab’s got prototypes—” A fresh tremor rumbled, distant but insistent, vibrating up through their soles. Lirael shouldered her railgun, pivoting toward the shimmering horizon where the Veil Shards’ lights flared. “Move. Before this realm decides to swallow us whole.” They broke into a run, boots pounding fractured ground, the wind at their backs carrying whispers of unraveling worlds. Elara’s creepers trailed behind, sealing minor cracks in their wake, while Terry’s gauntlet chirped warnings of escalating instability. Lirael’s hobble worsened, each step jarring her embedded shard, but she pushed ahead, jaw clenched. As the outpost’s silhouette loomed—crystalline spires piercing the bleeding skies—their pace didn’t falter, yet tension crackled between them like unspoken rifts, the vision’s echoes clawing like hidden thorns.

The crystalline spires of the Veil Shards outpost clawed at the hemorrhaging sky, their facets refracting the patrol team’s approach into fractured rainbows that danced across the shattered plain. Terry’s boots skidded on a slick patch of residual blight—oily residue that clung like tar, nearly hauling him off balance before his cybernetic fingers dug into the scanner strap for leverage. The device hummed erratically, its cracked screen flaring with proximity alerts as they breached the outer ward. A low hum vibrated through the air, the barrier parting with a resonant crackle that singed the edges of Elara’s cloak. Lirael hit the threshold first, her prosthetic leg locking mid-stride with a metallic groan, forcing her to lean into the momentum. She hammered the release node with her fist, the impact reverberating up her arm and drawing a hiss through clenched teeth. The gate irised open, admitting them into the antechamber where sterile lights bathed the space in harsh white. Guards—Vanguard recruits in rune-etched exosuits—snapped to attention, their visors scanning the trio’s vitals with probing beams that made Terry’s implants itch under his skin. “Status?” barked the lead sentry, a burly figure named Renn, his gauntlet whirring as it primed a pulse rifle. “Containment breach in sector seven,” Terry replied, voice taut as he unslung the scanner and slammed it onto the debrief console. The device clattered, sparks spitting from its housing. “Progenitor crystal decrypted. It… activated. Visions. Projections. Harlan’s signature all over it.” Renn’s visor polarized, hiding his reaction, but his posture stiffened, shoulders rolling back like a spring under pent-up strain. Elara stepped forward, her creeper-wrapped arm flexing as she peeled back the binding to reveal the seeping gash beneath, the plant fibers retracting with a wet snap. “Spectral echoes of the dead—Kael, Joren. They spoke of convergence. Eternal kind. And moles in the Collective.” Her words lingered, laced with the faint tremor of exertion, as she pressed a fresh elixir vial to the wound; the liquid bubbled on contact, knitting flesh with a stinging pull that made her eyelids flutter. Lirael’s railgun clanked against the console as she propped it upright, her free hand probing the embedded shard in her shoulder. The crystal pulsed faintly under her touch, sending a jolt that arched her back, muscles seizing for a heartbeat. She huffed, pivoting to face Renn. “Full lockdown on comms. No outbound until Vexa clears it. And get a med-tech for this.” She jabbed a thumb at her injury, the motion pulling her tunic taut over bandaged ribs that ached with a dull throb. The sentry dipped his chin sharply, relaying orders into his comm with terse bursts, but Terry caught the hesitation in his stance—a subtle shift of weight, boot scraping the grated floor as if testing an unseen edge. Paranoia? Or something sharper? Terry’s gauntlet interface chirped, cross-referencing the guard’s biometrics against the outpost logs. Clean. For now. They pressed deeper into the citadel’s core, the corridors narrowing into vein-like tunnels of polished obsidian threaded with glowing conduits. Overhead vents hissed recycled air, carrying the faint ozone tang of active wards. Elara’s steps faltered at a junction, her hand brushing a wall panel; it yielded under her touch, blooming with faint luminescent moss that she coaxed into illuminating their path. But her gaze darted to Terry, lips compressing as she matched his stride. “You pushed that decrypt too hard out there. The crystal didn’t just show us— it marked us. Feel that hum in your implants?” Terry’s cybernetic arm whirred, servos adjusting to the subtle vibration threading through his nerves like an itch he couldn’t scratch. He flexed his fingers, the replacements—cold alloy forged from stormglass—clicking softly. “Necessary risk. Data’s streaming now. Schematics on convergence nodes. If Harlan’s heralding this Elder thing, we trace it before it traces us.” His voice hardened defensively, eyes narrowing as he glanced back at Lirael, who limped behind, railgun slung low but ready. She caught up at the lift platform, slamming the activation rune with her palm; the disc shuddered to life, ascending with a grind that vibrated through their bones. “Risk? That ‘necessary’ play nearly cracked the realm open. Projections named names—Vexa’s included. You hack the Collective’s logs without clearance, and we’re the ones branded traitors.” Her prosthetic whirred louder, compensating for the strain, but her flesh hand balled into a fist, knuckles whitening against the rail. The lift jolted to a halt at the command deck, doors parting with a pneumatic wheeze. Vexa awaited them there, the Collective’s captain—a wiry woman in her forties with neural lace tattoos snaking across her scalp, her coat heavy with concealed emitters. She leaned against the holographic table, arms crossed, but her eyes—sharp as fractured crystal—swept over their wounds, cataloging the damage. “Report. And make it linear. Renn’s feeds show instability spiking post-patrol.” Terry interfaced his gauntlet with the table, uploading the scanner remnants in a cascade of flaring holos: the crystal’s activation, swirling vortices of light resolving into faces—Kael’s stern jaw, Joren’s haunted stare—before dissolving into static. Harlan’s voice overlay rasped through the speakers, a gravelly echo: “The Elder stirs. Convergence eternal. Your guardians falter, as they always have.” The table’s emitters hummed, projecting a spectral arm that reached out, fingers dissolving into motes that brushed Elara’s cheek, leaving a chill that raised gooseflesh along her neck. Vexa’s jaw tightened, a muscle twitching as she waved the projection away. “Progenitor artifact. Unsealed echoes. Harlan’s alive?” Her question sliced, directed at Terry, who met her stare without flinching, though his free hand drummed against his thigh—a staccato rhythm betraying the calculations racing behind his eyes. “Signature matches. The visions… they warned of betrayal within. Collective ranks.” Lirael cut in, stepping forward despite the hitch in her gait; the embedded shard shifted, grinding against bone and drawing a sharp inhale. She braced against the table, the metal cool under her palm. “Kael’s projection pointed at you, Vexa. Said ‘the herald walks among the shards.’ Coincidence?” Elara’s creepers rustled faintly under her sleeves, coiling tighter as if mirroring the tension. She placed a steadying hand on Lirael’s elbow, but her own fingers trembled, the earlier elixir’s burn lingering like embers in her veins. “We don’t accuse without proof. But the timing—right after our patrol logs sync? Someone fed that crystal our route.” Vexa’s laugh was a bark, short and devoid of humor, as she straightened, coat rustling. “Paranoia breeds schisms faster than any rift. I’ve led defectors through worse than spectral ghosts. But if Harlan’s pulling threads…” She tapped the console, summoning patrol grids; lines of light intersected, highlighting anomalous pings near the outer wards. “Quarantine the deck. Full bio-scans on all hands. Terry, your R&D bay—cross-reference those schematics against our archives. Elara, Lirael—med bay first. No arguments.” Lirael pushed off the table, prosthetic locking with an audible click, but she shot Terry a glare that could etch glass—eyes narrowed, lips pressed into a line that spoke volumes of unspoken rifts. “And if your ‘contingencies’ involve more blind hacks? We end up as the bait.” Her words landed like a gauntlet slap, the air thickening as she turned toward the med bay corridor, boot dragging across the deck plating. Terry’s response caught in his throat, a retort dying as he watched her go, the weight of his gauntlet now heavier. Elara lingered, her hand squeezing his shoulder—firm, grounding—before she followed, creepers trailing faint green tracers in the dim light. Vexa arched a brow at him, silent judgment in the tilt of her head, then pivoted to the console, fingers flying across runes. Alone in the echo of the chamber, Terry activated a secondary scan on his arm, the interface projecting a faint grid over his palm. A new ping registered—not from the crystal, but embedded in the outpost’s own conduits. Subtle. Insidious. Like a vein pulsing just beneath the surface. He balled his fist, alloy grinding, and strode toward the R&D bay, the door hissing shut behind him with a finality that echoed the growing rift in their ranks. Deeper in the med bay, Lirael perched on the exam slab, med-tech drones whirring as they extracted the shard from her shoulder. The probe twisted, eliciting a guttural grunt as it hauled free, blood welling in a hot rush that soaked her tunic. Elara stood sentinel nearby, brewing an elixir over a portable heater, the vapors curling like accusations. “He’s not wrong to prepare. But pushing without us… it’s splintering.” Lirael wiped sweat from her brow, the slab’s edge digging into her palms. “Splintering started with that vision. Trust’s the real casualty.” She slid off the slab as the drone sealed the wound with a cauterizing flash, the sizzle pulling a wince that bent her forward, breath hitching. Straightening, she snatched her railgun from the wall mount, the weapon’s hum syncing with the distant tremor rippling through the deck—a reminder that the Elder waited, uncoiling in the shadows. Outside, the Veil Shards trembled again, a crystalline spire groaning as if alive, and Elara’s creepers instinctively lashed out, anchoring to the wall with a fibrous crack.

Elara’s creepers retracted with a wet snap, coiling back into her gauntlets as the tremor ebbed, leaving faint gouges in the bulkhead’s alloy. The med bay’s lights flared, casting jittery shadows across the sterile slab where Lirael flexed her newly sealed shoulder, the skin puckering under a translucent patch that gleamed like fresh resin. The air weighed heavy with the tang of ionized metal and herbal steam, the elixir bubbling in its vial with a low, insistent hiss. “Another aftershock from the projection bleed,” Elara breathed, capping the brew and thrusting it toward Lirael. Her fingers brushed the vial’s edge, steady despite the subtle quiver in her stance. “Drink. It’ll knit the muscle without pulling at your prosthetics.” Lirael snatched it, downing the contents in one swig, the liquid burning down her throat like swallowed embers. She slammed the empty vial onto the counter, the clink echoing as her cybernetic fingers whirred, recalibrating with a series of soft clicks. “Aftershocks or not, that crystal’s poison. Harlan’s voice in our heads—it’s digging deeper than any shard.” She rolled her shoulder, testing the mend with a sharp twist that drew a hiss through clenched teeth, the joint popping audibly. The deck plating vibrated again, a deeper rumble this time, rumbling up through their boots like the growl of some buried engine. Alarms blared from the corridor—short, staccato bursts that cut off as sharply as they started. Elara pivoted toward the hatch, her bow materializing in a swirl of verdant energy, string taut against her palm. “Not aftershocks. Something’s prying at the wards.” In the R&D bay, Terry slammed his fist into the workbench, the impact denting the plasteel surface with a resonant gong. The secondary scan’s grid pulsed erratically over his palm, holographic lines spiderwebbing out to trace the insidious ping—a filament of code woven into the outpost’s power grid, mimicking routine diagnostics but siphoning data in micro-bursts. His enhanced arm thrummed, servos straining as he isolated the thread, sweat beading on his brow and trickling into the collar of his jumpsuit. The smell of overheating circuits filled the cramped space, acrid and sharp, mingling with the faint ozone from his emitter. “Not Harlan,” he muttered, voice low and edged with grit. “One of ours.” He jabbed a command into the interface, rerouting power through auxiliary lines; the filament recoiled like a live wire, sparking blue arcs that danced across the console before fizzling into silence. But the damage lingered—a ghost echo in the system, logs fragmented, timestamps smeared. Terry’s jaw tightened, teeth grinding as he cross-referenced the intrusion against the progenitor crystal’s decryption logs, pulled from the patrol earlier that cycle. The crystal sat clamped in a containment rig nearby, its facets pulsing with an inner light that cast erratic rainbows on the walls, like oil on water. The hatch to the med bay cycled open with a pneumatic wheeze, Vexa striding in flanked by two Collective sentries, their rail-rifles slung low but primed. The captain’s boots thudded against the deck, her exosuit’s plates clanking faintly. “Perimeter breach. Not external—internal. Wards are holding, but something’s gnawing from the core conduits.” She glanced at Lirael, eyes narrowing at the blood-flecked tunic. “You mobile?” Lirael holstered her railgun with a decisive snap, the weapon’s charge thrumming to life. “Mobile enough to fry whatever’s playing games.” She pushed off the slab, boots dragging across metal as she fell into step beside Elara, who was already uncoiling a scout drone from her pack—a fist-sized orb etched with runes, its creepers pulsing faintly. Vexa dipped her chin sharply, then snapped into her comm. “All units, converge on R&D. Lock down the crystal.” Her hand rested on her sidearm, thumb flicking the safety with a metallic click that betrayed no tremor, only readiness. The group moved as one, boots pounding in sync down the corridor, the walls groaning under another quiver. Sparks showered from an overhead panel, singeing the air with burnt wiring, and Lirael batted them away with a casual gust from her palm, the wind whipping her hair into wild strands. Elara’s drone buzzed ahead, its sensors sweeping in a green glow, lashes extending to probe junctions. Terry met them at the R&D threshold, the door grinding open on protesting hinges. “It’s in the grid,” he said, voice taut as he gestured to the console, the grid still flaring. “Pulled patrol data—our positions, the crystal’s freqs. Someone’s feeding it to the projections.” Lirael’s eyes flashed, her prosthetic hand balling into a fist that ground against her thigh. “Betrayal from inside. Kael’s ghost warned us—‘trust the living, not the shards.’” She spat the words, stepping past him to eye the crystal, its light pulsing faster now, syncing with the outpost’s tremors. Elara knelt beside the rig, fingers tracing the containment seals, her touch coaxing faint creepers to reinforce the clasps. “The vision on patrol… it wasn’t random. Harlan’s voice, those projections of Joren and Kael—they pointed here.” Her voice stayed even, but her shoulders hunched slightly, bowstring creaking under her grip. Vexa crossed her arms, the motion rustling her tactical vest. “Captain’s log: post-patrol sweep showed no tails. If it’s one of mine, they’re cooked.” She jabbed a finger at a sentry. “You—reroute vents. Flush any lurkers.” The soldier snapped a salute and bolted, his rifle clattering against his hip. Terry synced his emitter to the console, plasma coils warming with a low whine swelling. “Decrypting the rest. But if we crack it blind—” A jolt rocked the bay, the deck jolting like a live thing. Consoles rattled, vials shattering in the med bay annex with a cascade of glass and elixir splatters that sizzled on the hot floor. Lirael staggered, slamming a hand against the wall to steady herself, the impact jarring her sealed shoulder into a fresh ache that made her vision blur at the edges. “Brace!” Elara snapped, her creepers erupting in a frenzy, lashing out to anchor the group—fibers wrapping ankles and wrists with fibrous grips that bit into skin. The air thickened with the scent of crushed herbs from the spilled brews, undercut by the sharpening tang of riftblight ozone seeping from micro-fissures in the deck. As the quake peaked, the crystal ignited. Facets flared, projecting a holographic maelstrom into the chamber’s center—a swirling vortex of shattered realms, ice shards mingling with volcanic ash and the oily gleam of riftblight veins. Harlan’s voice boomed from the ether, distorted and mocking, like gravel dragged over steel. “The Eternal Convergence uncoils. Elder Progenitor stirs in the void’s heart—your treaties, your Collective, fodder for the feast.” Spectral forms coalesced within the projection: Kael first, his dual blades crossed in a defensive stance, face etched with the strain of old wounds. “Betrayal roots deep… not all shadows cast from without.” His image flared, eyes locking on Vexa with a piercing stare before dissolving into motes that stung like static on exposed skin. Joren followed, his form translucent, hand outstretched as if offering a data slate. “The crystal lies… but the lies lie within.” The words warped mid-air, echoing with a hollow ring that vibrated in their chests, ribcages heaving as the projection’s chill raised gooseflesh. He shattered next, fragments scattering like brittle ice, one shard grazing Terry’s cheek and drawing a thin line of blood that welled warm and metallic. Lirael snarled, snaking lightning crackling from her fingertips in uncontrolled arcs that scorched the deck black in branching patterns. “Shut it down!” She lunged for the console, but the hologram expanded, lashes of light coiling toward them—physical now, solidifying into claw-like probes that raked the air with screeching tips. Terry countered, emitter flaring as he unleashed a lance of superheated plasma, the beam slicing through a lash with a hiss of vaporizing ether. The severed end whipped back, slamming into a bulkhead and cratering the metal with a thunderous dent, sparks exploding in a shower that pattered hot against their armor. “It’s linking to the grid ping—fighting the intrusion!” Elara’s creepers surged, thorny lengths entangling another probe, roots grinding against the holographic construct until it fractured with a crystalline pop, shards embedding in the floor like shrapnel. One nicked her calf, tearing fabric and drawing a bead of blood that she ignored, pivoting to shield Lirael. “The visions—they’re pulling rift energy. Seal the crystal, or it’ll breach us from inside!” Vexa drew her sidearm, snapping a suppressive burst of kinetic rounds into the hologram’s core; slugs punched through the light, each impact blooming with ripples that shook the air, the recoil jolting her frame back a step. “Sentries, perimeter hold! No one leaves till it’s dark!” The chamber devolved into chaos. Lirael channeled a torrent of snaking lightning, forked bolts arcing from her palms to ground into the console’s exposed wiring; the surge overloaded the ping’s filament in a cascade of blue fire, the backlash throwing her against the workbench, her hip slamming into the edge with a bruising crunch that weakened her knee momentarily. She gasped, air driven from her lungs in a ragged wheeze, but rose snarling, railgun spitting slugs that shredded probing lashes into dissipating fog. Terry hacked furiously, his cybernetic fingers blurring over keys, rerouting the crystal’s output through a feedback loop. The hologram stuttered, Harlan’s laugh warping into static, but not before a final pulse shook the bay—shelves toppling, tools skittering across the deck in a metallic avalanche. Elara’s creepers hauled a collapsing panel aside, saving Vexa from a crushing blow, the wood-like fibers straining with audible creaks. As the projection imploded, the chamber fell into unnatural silence, broken only by the drip of molten console innards and the labored breaths of the team. Smoking craters pocked the walls, the air thick with charred circuits and the faint, sickly sweet of riftblight residue. Terry slumped against the rig, emitter cooling with a series of clicks, his cut cheek aching in time with his pulse. Lirael’s knee weakened again as she straightened, a hand pressing to her side where the impact had bloomed a deep bruise, each shift sending lances of pain radiating outward. Vexa holstered her weapon, wiping soot from her face with a gauntleted swipe. “Lockdown confirmed. But that… that was no glitch.” Her gaze swept the group, lingering on the crystal’s dimming facets. “If the dead are whispering betrayal, we root it out—now.” Elara released her anchors, creepers retracting with a slither, but her stance remained coiled, eyes sweeping the shadows. Lirael met Terry’s stare across the wreckage, her expression a mask of grim resolve, the rift between them yawning wider amid the debris. The outpost rumbled once more, a distant groan echoing from the shards outside, as if the Elder Progenitor itself laughed at their fragile unity.

The groan deepened into a visceral shudder, rumbling through the deck plating like the hull of a dying beast. Terry pushed off the rig, his boots scraping against scattered tools, cybernetic fingers flexing to shake off the pins-and-needles from the hack. Dust sifted from the ceiling vents, coating his tongue with a gritty tang. He glanced at Lirael, her hand still clamped to her side, knuckles whitening as she tested her weight on the bruised hip—each shift pulling a faint hiss through clenched teeth. “Outpost integrity at seventy percent,” Vexa barked, her gauntlet slamming a panel to seal the bay doors. Sparks danced from the frame, but the hiss of pressurization held. She pivoted, rifle slung over her shoulder, and jabbed a thumb toward the corridor. “Shards are splintering. If that’s the Progenitor stirring, we move—now. Crystal’s secure?” Elara nodded once, sharp and economical, her tattooed arms coiling as she scooped the progenitor fragment into a padded satchel. The creepers along her forearms retracted fully, leaving faint welts where they’d strained against the panel’s weight. “Secured. But the echoes… Kael’s warning about the Collective’s ‘hidden veins’—it felt too real.” Her voice stayed level, but her free hand drifted to the hilt of her quiver, fingers drumming a restless rhythm against the leather. Lirael snorted, shoving upright with a grunt that echoed her frustration, railgun thrumming as it powered down. She hobbled a step forward, favoring the knee, and shot Terry a sidelong glare—eyebrows arched in silent accusation, as if his tech had invited the spectral ambush. “Real enough to glitch the whole damn system. Your reroute bought us time, but if Harlan’s voice is bleeding through again, we’re not waiting for another show.” Terry met her stare, chin lifting in a subtle jut, emitter holstered at his belt with a decisive snap. He swept a hand toward the exit, ignoring the ache in his cheek where the cut had split wider from the recoil. “Then we don’t. Patrol’s over—back to the citadel. I’ll sync the crystal’s data en route.” His tone carried that edge, the one that brooked no debate, but Vexa cut in before Lirael could retort. “Formation,” the captain ordered, voice like grinding gravel. She shouldered the door mechanism, muscles bunching under her armor as it ground open on protesting hinges. Beyond lay the outpost’s spine—a narrow gantry bridging to the Veil Shards’ outer docks, where crystalline spires jutted like shattered teeth into the void. The air thrummed with static, the realm’s unstable bleed pressing against the barriers like a living tide. They spilled into the corridor, boots pounding alloy grates that flexed underfoot. Elara took point, her steps light despite the satchel’s drag, bow unslung and arrow nocked—eyes sweeping the gloom for the first warp of shadow into threat. Terry flanked her, emitter whirring to life in his palm, projecting a faint blue scan grid that flared across the walls. Lirael brought up the rear with Vexa, prosthetic leg whirring softly with each stride, railgun leveled at the dark. The first tremor hit midway down the gantry, a lateral jolt that sent handrails rattling. Terry staggered, shoulder clipping a bulkhead; the impact jarred his enhanced arm, servos whining in protest as numbness spidered down to his elbow. He caught himself on a stanchion, fingers digging into cold metal, and barked, “Barrier weave—now!” Elara’s response was instant: she dropped to one knee, palms slamming the deck. Thorny creepers erupted from the seams, fibrous lashes snaking outward to whip across the gantry’s width, forming a lattice of reinforced bark and vine that pulsed with green luminescence. The growth anchored into the plating with audible cracks, roots digging like drill bits. But the realm fought back—the projection bleed warped the air, crystalline motes coalescing into jagged flecks that pelted the barrier like acid hail. One shard grazed Elara’s shoulder, slicing fabric and drawing a thin line of blood that welled hot and immediate; she winced, jaw setting as she poured more will into the weave, sweat beading on her brow. Lirael braced against the opposite wall, prosthetic arm extending to steady Vexa, who returned the favor with a firm grip on her elbow. “Incoming rift—ten meters!” Lirael called, her voice cutting through the din. She thrust her free hand forward, summoning a gale that whipped the motes into a howling vortex, scattering them against the bulkhead in a chorus of tinkling shards. The wind tugged at her silver-streaked hair, plastering it to her face, but it also wrenched her knee sideways, the old bruise flaring into a deep ache that weakened her stance for a heartbeat. Vexa fired a burst from her rifle, slugs punching into the widening tear ahead—a shimmering fissure in the gantry floor, oozing oily riftblight that bubbled and hissed like molten tar. The rounds detonated on impact, craters blooming with superheated edges that cauterized the seep, but the rift pulsed in retaliation, birthing a cluster of hybrid horrors: squat, alloy-fused imps with flesh-wrapped limbs, their crystalline spines glinting as they scuttled forward on chitinous claws. Terry’s emitter flared, lancing superheated plasma in a tight arc that bisected the lead imp—its torso erupting in a spray of vaporized metal and ichor, the blast wave shoving the others back in a skid of scraping legs. One horror lunged through the gap, claws raking the air; Terry twisted, kinetic shield blooming from his forearm in a translucent dome. The impact reverberated up his arm like a hammer blow, shield cracking with shattered lines as the creature’s momentum hurled it rebounding into the wall, where it slumped, spines embedding in the plating with a wet thunk. “Flank it!” Elara shouted, rising fluidly despite the shoulder sting. She loosed an arrow tipped with her own elixir— the shaft digging into a horror’s flank, creepers exploding from the wound to ensnare its siblings in a writhing mass. The creepers tightened with barbed snaps, crushing exoskeletons in pops of fluid and crunching alloy, but the strain pulled at her fresh cut, blood trickling warm down her arm to slick her grip. Lirael charged the rift’s edge, railgun spitting in staccato bursts that pulped a horror mid-leap, its body slamming into the gantry in a heap of twitching limbs. She followed with a torrent of snaking lightning, bolts chaining from her fingertips to ground into the fissure’s heart—the surge arced wildly, supercharging the air with ozone, but the feedback jolted her prosthetic leg, servos seizing in a lock that dropped her to one knee. Pain lanced up her thigh, a deep muscle tear from the twist, forcing a guttural curse as she hammered the reset with her fist. Vexa covered her, rifle chattering to shred the remaining imps into ragged tatters, spent casings clattering underfoot. “Rift sealing—thirty seconds!” she yelled, slamming a charge into the tear. The device thrummed, then detonated in a contained bloom of plasma, the shock compressing the fissure with a thunderclap that rattled teeth and left ears ringing in a persistent whine. The gantry steadied, but the victory tasted like ash. Terry deactivated his shield, the implosion sending a shiver through his numbed arm, and retrieved the satchel from Elara—his brush against her bloody shoulder drawing a shared, fleeting glance of grim acknowledgment. Lirael hauled herself up, prosthetic whirring back to life, but she favored the leg visibly, a hobble etching her steps as she fell in beside them. They burst onto the outer docks, where the Veil Shards loomed—a labyrinth of drifting crystalline platforms linked by tether lines, the void beyond swirling with projection bleeds like oil on water. The citadel’s silhouette hulked in the distance, its warded spires flaring against the strain. But as they clipped harnesses to the nearest line, a fresh tremor rippled outward—platforms groaning, crystals splintering with sharp cracks that echoed like breaking bones. Elara’s eyes narrowed at the horizon, where a syndicate beacon’s glow pulsed faintly amid the shards, runes buzzing like angry hornets. “That’s no natural quake. Something’s amplifying the convergence.” Terry synced his emitter to the tether controls, initiating the zip-line pull, the mechanism jerking them forward with a lurch. Wind howled past, whipping at their forms, but Lirael’s grip tightened on her railgun, knuckles bone-white. “And if the visions are right? Betrayal from within—we’re racing blind.” Vexa overrode the line’s speed, the platform accelerating with a whine of straining cables. Terry felt the vibration in his ribcage, a harbinger rumble building from below. The shards parted slightly, revealing a yawning gap where riftblight lashes began to coil upward, slick and questing. One lash whipped free, whipping toward their line with a barbed tip that gleamed wetly.





Chapter 2: Shattered Tethers

Terry’s fingers scrabbled at the tether clip, the cold metal biting into his palm as he snapped it onto his harness belt. The outer docks of the Veil Shards outpost groaned underfoot, crystalline struts splintering like brittle bone, sending shards skittering into the void below. Ozone scorched the air, thick and electric, mingling with the acrid tang of melting conduits. He hauled the line taut, anchoring himself to the swaying platform as another tremor jolted the deck, nearly hurling a cluster of recruits into the abyss. “Clip in, now!” Lirael’s voice cracked like thunder over the din, her upgraded prosthetic leg grinding against the grate as she pivoted, railgun humming in her grip. She fired a hybrid barrage, bolts of plasma-laced snaking lightning arcing from the barrel to strike a surging lash of riftblight whipping from the edge. The lash recoiled with a wet sizzle, black ichor spraying across the dock in steaming droplets that pitted the metal like acid rain. One recruit—a wide-eyed ensign with a fresh scar across his cheek—tripped, his tether snagging on a jagged riftblight spine erupting from the platform’s seam. Elara sprang, her symbiotic creeper-armor uncoiling from her shoulders like living cables, thorns glinting under the flaring outpost lights. The creepers lashed out, encircling the ensign’s waist and hauling him back from the brink. “Breathe—hold steady,” she breathed, her breath ragged, fingers digging into the armored gauntlet that fused with her skin. The effort contorted her face, faint creeper-scars pulsing along her arms as the armor retracted, leaving red welts where it had strained. From the command spire, Vexa’s voice snapped through the comms, sharp and unyielding. “Riftwardens, form a perimeter! Recruits to the inner bays—move!” Her silhouette flared on the overhead holoscreen, directing drone swarms that buzzed like enraged hornets, their lasers carving glowing furrows into the encroaching lashes. Terry thumbed his wrist emitter, deploying a trio of plasma drones that whirred to life with a piercing whine. They darted forward, engines flaring blue heat, and unleashed lances of superheated plasma into the nearest lash cluster. The beams punched through oily black flesh, erupting in bursts of molten slag that rained onto the docks, hissing as they corroded the grating. But the riftblight surged back—new spines sprouted from the wounds, crystalline horrors unfurling like jagged flowers, their facets screeching against the metal as they clawed toward the evacuating line. A lash coiled around a support pylon, squeezing until it warped with a metallic screech that rumbled through Terry’s boots. The platform tilted, recruits sliding toward the edge, their shouts swallowed by the roar of venting atmosphere. Lirael charged the breach, her prosthetic arm whirring as she summoned a tempest from the rift—winds howling in a vortex that sheathed her railgun, amplifying the next shot into a shockwave of raw power. The blast hammered the lash, shattering its tip into a spray of shards that pelted the group like shrapnel. One fragment grazed Elara’s thigh, drawing a thin line of blood that her armor immediately stanched with a thorny seal. “Terry, drones on the spawns—flank left!” Lirael snapped, her gaze sharpening as she reloaded, the motion jerky from the dock’s sway. Sweat trickled down her brow, silver-streaked hair whipping in the artificial gale she trailed. He dipped his chin sharply, no smirk this time—his jaw clenched against the metallic tang of fear coating his tongue. The drones pivoted on his command, their sensors locking onto the crystalline horrors scuttling across the deck. Plasma lances streaked out, vaporizing two in puffs of superheated gas, but a third leaped, claws raking Terry’s kinetic shield. The impact jolted his arm, energy rippling like struck water, forcing him to stagger back a step. Heat bloomed from the contact point, singeing his sleeve. Elara countered, her creeper-armor surging forward in a tangle of roots that erupted from the dock’s seams—symbiotic growths feeding on the outpost’s ambient mana. They ensnared the horror mid-leap, thorns piercing its facets with crunching snaps, ichor oozing as the creepers crushed inward. “Vexa, status on extraction?” she called, voice steady but her free hand gripping the tether line with whitened knuckles. “Shuttles inbound—thirty seconds,” Vexa replied, her voice taut with strain. “Hold the line. That crystal’s visions are bleeding through—watch for projections.” Promptly, the progenitor crystal in Terry’s satchel pulsed, its glow splintering the air. Holographic lashes flared to life, not illusions but solidifying projections—spectral forms of betrayed allies coalescing amid the chaos. Kael’s burly frame coalesced first, his scarred face twisted in warning, mana-blade raised as if to strike. “Harlan’s inside,” the projection rasped, voice echoing like grinding stone, eyes locking on Terry. “Infiltration—trust no one in the Collective. The convergence awakens.” The vision shattered as a riftblight lash whipped through it, but the words lingered, fueling the tremor that now shook the entire dock. Platforms entangled in corrupting filaments, black oil seeping into joints, twisting metal into tumorous spikes that groaned and popped. “Harlan—damn it,” Terry growled, pounding his fist against his emitter. Drones swarmed the entangled pylon, plasma boring into the filament’s core. It quaked, spawning more horrors that skittered toward the recruits, their wet grinding noises rising over the wind. Lirael let out a harsh laugh, bitter and sharp. “Visions or not, we overload that beacon—cut the feed!” She unleashed another barrage, snaking lightning chaining from her railgun to arc across three lashes, electrifying them into rigid, smoking husks that plummeted into the void. Elara dipped her chin sharply, creepers lancing toward the nearby beacon tower—a rune-etched spire pulsing with corrupt energy. “On it—cover me.” She unclipped briefly, the armor propelling her forward in a burst of thorny propulsion, roots anchoring her steps as she reached the base. Her hands pressed against the controls, elixirs from her pouch bubbling as she infused them, the creepers interfacing with the runes to reroute power. Terry’s shield flared, deflecting a claw swipe that sent jolts up his arm, while his drones harried the spawns, lances carving craters into the deck. Recruits scrambled past, one clapping his shoulder in grim thanks before vanishing into the inner bays. The deck lurched again, a titanic lash erupting from below, coiling around their tether lines like a serpent claiming prey. “Sever them—leap to the shard!” Vexa ordered, her holoscreen stuttering as another tremor hit. Lirael sliced her tether with a lightning-imbued knife, the line snapping free with a crack. “Follow—now!” She vaulted over the edge, wind gusts from her stormweaving cushioning her descent toward the drifting shard—an enormous crystalline fragment tumbling nearby. Terry paused an instant, eyes on Elara as she wrenched her hands free, the beacon overloading in an eruption of sparks and riftblight ichor. The tower detonated with a deafening crack, shockwave rippling outward, severing lashes in sprays of debris. Alarms wailed, the dock splintering into segments that peeled away into the void. Elara met his gaze, a spark of resolve in her clenched jaw, then cut her line. Terry followed, the freefall wrenching at his gut as wind howled past. They plummeted through the splintering void, shards of outpost debris hurtling alongside, the smell of scorched metal fading into the chill vacuum. Lirael’s winds caught them mid-drop, steering toward the rescue platform—a Vanguard shuttle extending grapples. Terry’s boots hit the deck first, skidding as he grabbed a rail, Elara and Lirael anchoring beside him amid the platform’s stabilizers firing in bursts. But below, the void stirred. A larger progenitor echo awakened, its vast form uncoiling from the depths—a titanic shadow of crystal and blight, maw yawning wide. Suction pulled at the platform, dragging them toward an unstable convergence rift, edges shimmering with colliding realms of ice and flame, the air thickening with the rumble of imminent activation. Terry braced against the rail, emitter charging as the rift’s pull intensified, lashes already probing the shuttle’s hull.

Terry’s gauntlet thrummed, emitter spitting a lance of superheated plasma that sheared through the nearest lash—a writhing lash of oily black crystal, its surface pulsing with veins of crimson fire. The beam carved a molten groove, ichor spraying in arcs that sizzled against the shuttle’s hull, leaving pitted craters where the metal bubbled and warped. The air filled with the acrid tang of vaporized blight, sharp against the shuttle’s recycled oxygen, while the void beyond thrummed with the low groan of straining stabilizers. “Recruits, strap in—bulkheads sealing!” Vexa snapped from the command nook, her fingers dancing over a flaring console, rerouting auxiliary power with a grimace that tightened her scarred jaw. She slammed a fist on the override, sparks erupting from the panel as it complied, her eyes flicking to Terry in a nod that spoke of grudging approval for his stabilizing shot. Lirael spun on her heel, prosthetic leg whirring as she planted it against the deck, her railgun charging with a crackle. “These things are digging—aim for the barbs!” She unleashed a hybrid barrage, snaking lightning-forked slugs ripping into a cluster of lashes coiling up from the underbelly. Bolts arced outward, shattering crystalline tips into shards that pelted the platform like hail, embedding in the grated floor with dull thuds. One recruit—a wide-eyed tech with grease-streaked cheeks—tripped as a fragment grazed his arm, blood welling in a thin line; he clutched it, jaw set, and fired his own pulse rifle into the fray without a word, his stance rigid against the shuttle’s jolting. Elara dropped to one knee beside a cluster of evacuees huddling near the grapples, her symbiotic creeper-armor uncoiling from her shoulders like living cables, thorns glinting under the emergency strobes. She thrust her hands forward, the creepers lashing out to snag a probing lash mid-strike, roots digging into its oily hide. The lash convulsed, barbs flexing as sap-like fluid oozed from punctures, but Elara’s grip held, her knuckles whitening around the haft of her bow. “Hold the line—I’ve got the flank!” A recruit nearby—a lanky scout with frost-rimed hair—dipped his chin sharply, reloading his emitter with a practiced snap, his glance at her creepers betraying a flicker of reliance on her anchoring hold. The shuttle lurched, the progenitor echo’s suction hauling at its frame, hull plates groaning as micro-splinters spiderwebbed across the struts. Terry’s drones detached from his belt, buzzing into the void like hornets, their lances stitching blue-white fire across the emerging maw below—a titanic gash of jagged crystal teeth, exhaling plumes of superheated gas that warped the air into mirages of flame and frost. One drone dug into a lash’s core, detonating in a bloom of plasma that hurled molten slag skyward, peppering the platform and forcing Lirael to duck as a glob seared past her ear, singeing the edge of her cloak. Yet the visions struck then, unbidden, as the progenitor crystal in Terry’s satchel pulsed against his thigh. Holographic splinters spiderwebbed across his visor, bleeding into the real: spectral forms coalescing amid the chaos, translucent figures flaring like faulty projectors. Kael’s projection solidified first, his dual blades crossed in a wary guard, eyes—sharp even in ether—locking onto Terry. “The rot’s inside,” Kael’s voice rasped, distorted by static, a hand gesturing sharply toward the shuttle’s core. “Harlan’s lashes in the Collective—defectors are plants. Trust the signs, not the oaths.” The apparition slashed at an illusory lash, the motion rippling the air, before dissolving into motes that clung to Terry’s shield like frost. Elara’s creepers twitched, nearly slipping their hold as her own vision overlaid the deck: Sylara’s form, bow drawn, arrow nocked. “Infiltration runs deep—check the relays. He’s turning our wards against us.” Sylara’s projection loosed her shot, the ethereal bolt embedding in a console panel with a holographic crack, highlighting a blinking anomaly in the power grid. Elara wrenched her head up, breath hissing through clenched teeth, and drove a creeper into the indicated spot; it interfaced with a wet squelch, thorns piercing wiring that sparked and died, cutting a sabotage feed. Lirael staggered, her railgun dipping as Alden’s spectral image snapped from the haze: “Harlan’s rigged the beacons—overload or they’ll drag us all in!” The projection hefted a rune-etched stone, slamming it down in mimicry, the gesture pulling Lirael’s gaze to the shuttle’s emergency beacon—a pulsing orb at the platform’s edge, its light pulsing erratically, veins of riftblight creeping up its casing like frost on glass. “Crystal’s linking them—it’s broadcasting!” Terry growled, slamming his palm against the satchel to muffle the pulse, but the pull intensified, the shuttle’s grapples straining with metallic creaks. He fired another plasma lance, vaporizing a lash that had snaked through a hull seam, the beam’s heat flash-melting a section of deck into a bubbling pool that recruits skirted with curses. Vexa’s console lit with warnings, her boot kicking a loose panel shut as she pivoted. “Beacon’s compromised—rip it out, or we’re bait!” Lirael holstered her railgun mid-stride, wind gusts whipping her hair into a silver-streaked frenzy as she sprang for the orb. “On it—cover me!” Her knife thrummed with infused current, slicing into the mountings; sparks flew, the blade shearing cables that whipped like severed arteries, spraying coolant that steamed in the void’s chill. But the beacon surged back, riftblight creeping up her arm in crystalline barbs that pricked her skin, drawing beads of blood. She snarled, channeling a torrent of snaking lightning through the blade—the current forked into the core, overloading it in an eruption of azure arcs that shattered the orb into fragments, the explosion jolting the platform and hurling a recruit overboard. Elara’s creeper lashed out, snagging his harness mid-fall, hauling him back with a grunt of effort, her arm trembling from the strain. The detonation’s shockwave of raw power rippled outward, severing the compromised tethers with bursts of severed lines whipping through the air. The shuttle spun free, stabilizers firing in frantic roars, but the progenitor’s maw below yawned wider, suction dragging them inexorably toward the convergence rift—a churning vortex where icy spires clashed against walls of molten rock, the gravity warping into nauseating tugs that pulled at Terry’s boots like invisible hands. Lashes multiplied, coiling from the rift’s edges, their tips blooming into chitinous maws that gnashed with the grind of grinding quartz. “Shard ahead—magnetic grapples, now!” Vexa roared, wrestling the controls as the shuttle veered, her shoulders hunching against the g-forces. Terry’s drones recalibrated, locking onto a tumbling crystalline fragment—an enormous, multifaceted slab glinting with inner azure veins, its surface pitted from prior breaches, the air around it thrumming with residual static that prickled his skin. Elara released her creepers from the hull, the creepers retracting with a slither, coiling back into her armor as she clipped a grapple to her belt. “It’s splintering—aim for the stable face!” She fired hers first, the magnet thudding home with a magnetic whine, line paying out as she swung toward the shard, her body twisting in the void’s embrace. Lirael followed, her gusts propelling her leap, prosthetic arm extending the grapple with a hydraulic hiss. But a lash caught her mid-air, barbs embedding in her thigh, hauling her off course. She twisted, snaking lightning surging from her palm to blast the lash—the bolt exploded its length in a spray of shards that rained past Terry, one grazing his cheek in a hot sting. He launched his own grapple, the line tautening as he reeled in, drones providing covering fire that carved glowing furrows into pursuing lashes. They impacted the shard’s surface in a tangle of limbs and lines, boots dragging across the uneven crystal that thrummed underfoot like a struck tuning fork. The shuttle trailed behind, Vexa maneuvering it into docking clamps with a shuddering clang, recruits piling out in a rush, their faces pale under the shard’s eerie blue glow. Yet the visions persisted, flaring at the edges: Kael’s form reappearing, pointing downward with an urgent jab. “The rift’s heart—Harlan’s there, weaving the convergence. Cut the vein before it binds.” The shard trembled, a titanic lash erupting from its underbelly, coiling upward with the screech of splintering ice. Terry’s emitter whined in warning, the rift’s pull dragging them all toward the vortex, where realms collided in bursts of steam and frost, the roar building to a thunder that shook the crystal to its core. Lirael hauled herself up, blood trickling from her thigh, and raised her railgun, the barrel glowing with charged fury. Elara’s creepers unfurled anew, anchoring into the shard’s fissures, while Terry’s drones swarmed the emerging threat, their lances igniting the void in staccato bursts. Vexa unclipped from the shuttle, her holopad clutched like a shield, snapping coordinates as the group braced for the descent.

The titanic lash uncoiled with a grinding crack, its crystalline barbs scraping furrows into the shard’s underbelly, sending vibrations rattling up through Terry’s boots. He pivoted, emitter humming as he unleashed a swarm of drones; they streaked forward in a buzzing phalanx, plasma lances stabbing into the lash’s pulsing core. Bursts of superheated blue ignited the void, melting segments into dripping slag that hissed against the crystal surface. Elara’s creeper-armor rustled, symbiotic creepers lashing out like whips to snare the lash’s thrashing tip. They coiled tight, thorns digging into oily flesh, drawing beads of black ichor that sizzled on contact. “Anchor low—it’s digging!” she snapped, her fingers flexing against the grapple line, pulling taut as the shard jolted beneath them. Lirael grunted, railgun spitting a charged bolt that arced through the lash, exploding a joint in a shower of frozen shards. Her prosthetic leg whirred, compensating for the tremor as she planted it firm. Blood from her thigh wound smeared the crystal, but she ignored it, eyes narrowing at the holographic flare beside Vexa—Kael’s projection wavering, his finger stabbing toward a cluster of rune-etched beacons embedded in the shard’s rim. “There—the overload point. Harlan’s threading the vein through them.” Vexa nodded once, sharp and mechanical, her free hand slapping a panel on her holopad to reroute auxiliary power. “Recruits, form a perimeter! Shields up—buy them time.” The newcomers scrambled, their kinetic barriers snapping into place with electric snaps, forming a flaring wall that deflected stray barbs ricocheting from the lash. Terry sprinted along the shard’s edge, the void’s chill nipping at his exposed skin, emitter’s whine pitching higher as the rift’s pull intensified. Steam plumes erupted from colliding realms below, frosting the air with acrid mist that burned his nostrils. He slammed a fist into the nearest beacon, runic interface glowing under his palm. Code scrolled across his vision implant, mana-to-energy converters flaring hot against his wrist. “Feeding it surge—Elara, bind the feeds!” Her creepers snaked across the crystal, piercing the beacon’s housings with wet punctures, roots digging to clamp conduits. The structure groaned, lights stuttering as power bled into the lash’s vein. Lirael vaulted a fissure, gusts from her gauntlets propelling her to the second beacon; she drove her railgun’s muzzle into its core, snaking lightning forking from the barrel to bridge the gap. “It’s resisting—push harder!” The lash retaliated, a secondary coil whipping upward to smash against the perimeter shields. Barriers shattered in an eruption of sparks, one recruit staggering back with a yelp as barbs grazed his arm, drawing blood that froze mid-drip. Terry’s drones peeled off, redirecting to carve into the coil, but the visions struck again—Kael’s form multiplying, his spectral blade slashing at phantom enforcers only he could see? No, the air thickened with the stench of charred meat where none burned, and Terry’s vision blurred: Elara’s face twisted into a snarling maw for an instant, her eyes gleaming with riftblight hunger. He shook it off, nausea roiling his gut like swallowed acid, knees threatening to weaken as needles of pain lanced behind his eyes. “Focus—it’s the vein’s bleed!” Elara’s voice cut through, her hand gripping his shoulder, steadying him as creepers reinforced the tether lines whipping in the wind shear. Vexa bellowed coordinates into her comm, “Shuttle delta—evac vector clear! Sever on my mark.” Her thumb hovered over the holopad’s override, veins bulging in her neck from the strain. The primary lash convulsed, its core bloating from the overload, crystalline spines erupting in a radial burst that peppered the shard. One shard clipped Lirael’s shoulder, tearing fabric and drawing a hiss from her lips; she retaliated with a gauntlet surge, snaking lightning forking chaining across the beacons in a web of crackling blue. The structures warped, runes splintering with pops like breaking bone, and the lash’s advance halted—then reversed, the coil retracting in a spasm of shredding flesh. Yet the rift below yawned wider, suction howling like a gale through a cracked hull, dragging loose debris—and recruits—toward the maw. Terry wrenched his emitter free, kinetic shield deploying in a dome that caught a tumbling body, flinging it back to safety. “Tethers now—leap on three!” Elara retracted her creepers with a yank, the creepers slithering back into her armor as she unclipped her primary line, firing a secondary grapple toward a distant docking arm on the outpost’s core shard. The magnet bit with a clang, line singing taut. Lirael mirrored her, prosthetic arm whirring as she launched hers, but a splinter from the lash’s death throes grazed her line, fraying it mid-air. She cursed, gusts flaring to correct her arc, body twisting like a leaf in a storm. “One!” Terry roared, severing the beacon array with a final plasma lance; the explosion bloomed in a fireball that scorched his cheek, heat blistering skin. He leaped, tether paying out in a controlled fall, the void rushing up to meet him. “Two—hold formation!” Vexa’s voice crackled over comms, her own tether whipping out as she corralled the last recruit over the edge. The shard splintered behind them, titanic chunks calving into the rift with thunderous booms, the titanic lash’s remnants plummeting into the vortex. Terry’s boots skimmed frost-laced debris, his shield absorbing a buffeting gust that smelled of ozone and rot—another bleed from the collision below, where icy spires clashed against molten flows, birthing hybrid horrors that clawed at the air. Lirael’s line snapped halfway, the frayed end whipping back to lash her across the ribs; she grunted, blood blooming dark on her tunic, but her gauntlets ignited, propelling her forward in a burst of wind that slammed her against the docking arm. Elara’s grapple held true, her body swinging in a graceful arc, creepers extending to snag Lirael’s falling form mid-tumble. “Got you—reel in!” Terry impacted the arm first, mag-boots locking with a thud, hands already hauling in slack line. The visions clawed back: screams echoed in his ears, not from the rift but from nowhere—Kael’s voice warping into Harlan’s rasp, “The Collective bleeds from within… your own hand feeds the convergence.” Pain stabbed his temples, a migraine blooming like shattered glass grinding inward, forcing him to clamp his jaw against vomit rising in his throat. Vexa docked beside him, holopad beeping frantic warnings. She glanced at the crystal cluster strapped to Terry’s belt—pulsing faintly, its light pulsing in sync with the rift’s roar—then jabbed a finger toward the core shard’s gantry. “Inside—seal the bay before it propagates.” No tremor in her voice, just the clipped efficiency of someone who’d seen worse splinters. Recruits piled in behind, one clutching a seared arm, another retching from the sensory onslaught—smoke phantom-choking their lungs, shadows of monstrous allies flaring at vision’s edge. Lirael hauled herself over the lip, Elara’s creeper uncoiling from her waist with a reluctant snap. She pressed a hand to her ribs, wincing as blood seeped between fingers, but nodded at Terry. “Crystal’s syncing with the beacons—it’s mapping Harlan’s weave.” Elara scanned the gantry seals, her rune tattoos glowing faintly as she inscribed hasty wards with a dagger tip, etching lines that smoked on contact. “We overload the auxiliary core—divert the pull.” Her eyes flicked to Terry’s belt, a brief tightening of her grip on the dagger revealing the strain. The docking arm shuddered, another lash—smaller, but no less vicious—erupting from the void to snag at the structure. Terry’s drones intercepted, lances carving it mid-strike, but the impact jarred the arm, metal groaning as bolts sheared. “Move—it’s bridging!” They bolted down the gantry, boots pounding grated deck that flexed underfoot, the rift’s thunder pursuing like a living beast. Lirael’s railgun hummed, charging for the core breach ahead, while Elara’s creepers lashed out to brace warping panels. Vexa sealed the outer hatch with a hydraulic hiss, but alarms blared—convergence metrics spiking, the crystal’s pulse accelerating. In the auxiliary bay, the group skidded to a halt before a pulsing pedestal, its conduits veined with riftblight. Terry interfaced his emitter, fingers flying over the panel as code interfaced with runes. “Rerouting surge—Lirael, prime the lightning bridge.” She slammed her gauntlet against a node, electricity arcing in a contained storm that lit the bay in stark white. Elara bound the pedestal’s base with creepers, thorns piercing to siphon excess energy. The overload built, air ionizing with the tang of burnt circuits, until the pedestal detonated in a contained blast—shockwave rippling outward, sealing the micro-rifts spiderwebbing the deck. Yet the victory rang hollow; the crystal flared once more, projecting Harlan’s silhouette amid the smoke, his laughter a physical rumble that vibrated their bones. “The Eternal Convergence awakens—your shards will shatter first.” The bay doors warped inward, a titanic echo-claw breaching from below, talons scraping metal as it clawed for purchase. Terry yanked the crystal free, pocketing it as he drew his lance. “To the inner citadel—run!” They charged, the claw’s roar shaking the walls, pursuit hot on their heels.

Boots hammered against warping deckplates as Terry led the sprint, the corridor’s emergency lights flaring like dying stars. The claw’s scrape echoed behind them—a grinding screech of crystal on alloy that set teeth on edge—each talon gouging furrows deep enough to vent atmosphere in shrill whistles. Ozone stung the air, mingling with the acrid bite of overheating conduits. Lirael’s prosthetic leg whirred, servos straining as she glanced back, railgun slung over her shoulder, its barrel still glowing from the bay overload. “Flank left—vents are hissing!” Elara snapped, her voice cutting through the din. She thrust a hand forward, symbiotic creeper-armor uncoiling from her tattoos in a whip of green-black lashes that snagged a probing lash erupting from a wall grate. Thorns bit deep, ichor spraying in viscous arcs that sizzled on the floor, eating through metal like acid rain. The lash convulsed, hauling her off-balance; she dug heels in, ribs protesting with a fresh stab of pain, but held firm until the thing tore free in a spray of pulp. Terry’s emitter thrummed at his wrist, deploying a pair of drones that zipped ahead like hornets, lances priming with a piercing whine. “Docks are our out—Vexa’s got evac prepped. Keep it tight.” His fingers clenched the crystal in his pocket, its warmth pulsing against his thigh like a trapped heartbeat. No time for that now; the structure groaned, a bulkhead ahead warping as another claw-tip pierced from below, splintering rivets that pinged like gunfire. They burst onto the outer docks—a sprawling lattice of gantries jutting into the void, crystalline shards of the Veil drifting like shattered glass beyond the energy barriers. Recruits scrambled there, young wardens in half-donned harnesses hauling gear crates toward shuttle pods, faces pale under helmet visors. Vexa’s voice crackled over comms, sharp and unyielding: “Prince! Docks integrity at thirty percent—lashes breaching from the understratum. Get clipped in, now. Pods launching in sixty.” The air thrummed tensely, wind howling through stress fractures as the outpost rumbled. Terry snapped his tether carabiner to a central rail, the line snapping taut with a metallic clink. Elara and Lirael followed suit, their clips locking in rapid succession, but a tremor rippled through the deck—riftblight lashes surging up from docking clamps like blackened roots digging through soil. One whipped across a recruit’s path, coiling around his ankle; the kid yelped, dropping a plasma crate that sparked on impact. “Cover them!” Terry roared, thumbing his emitter. Drones dove, superheated lances slicing the lash in a flash of blue-white fire, cauterizing the stump in a hiss of steam. The severed end flailed, spraying oily residue that corroded the gantry, metal bubbling into pitted craters. The recruit scrambled free, but more lashes erupted—dozens now, veined with pulsing crystal that spawned horrors mid-air: scuttlers with jagged limbs, skittering along tether lines like spiders on silk. Lirael unslung her railgun, gauntlet sparking as she channeled a hybrid barrage. Electricity arced from her prosthetics, fusing with the weapon’s coils in a torrent that leaped from lash to lash, shattering crystalline nodes in bursts of splintered shards. The air crackled, ozone thick enough to taste, each strike sending recruits ducking as shrapnel rained. “Elara—bind the spawns! They’re spawning faster than we can cut!” Elara nodded, jaw set, ignoring the blood crusting her side. Her creeper-armor surged, lashes blooming from her shoulders in an eruption that lashed out, ensnaring a cluster of scuttlers mid-leap. Thorns pierced carapaces, roots digging into riftblight cores to siphon the corruption—creepers thickening with stolen ichor, glowing sickly before they crushed the beasts in wet crunches. One horror broke free, claws raking her armguard; fabric tore, drawing a thin line of blood, but she twisted, slamming an elbow into its maw. The thing’s screech pierced eardrums, legs scrabbling for purchase on the rail. Vexa appeared at the far end, her exosuit thrummed as she directed a turret array—plasma bolts hosing a lash nest, melting it into slag that dripped into the void. “Recruits to pods—priority evac! Prince team, hold the central span!” Her orders cut through the chaos, but a titanic lash—thicker than a man’s arm, fringed with crystalline barbs—coiled around a docking arm, hauling it sideways. Metal screamed, bolts shearing in an eruption; a section of gantry tilted, sending two recruits sliding toward the edge. Terry sprang, tether straining as he fired his lance point-blank into the lash’s core. Plasma bored through, superheating the blight into a geyser of vapor that scalded his visor, fogging it momentarily. The lash recoiled, but not before its barbs snagged his harness, hauling him hard enough to wrench his shoulder. Pain lanced down his arm; he gritted his teeth, firing a kinetic shield from his gauntlet—a shimmering disc that absorbed the impact, shoving the appendage back with a concussive thud. From his pocket, the crystal warmed abruptly, projecting fragmented visions amid the fray: spectral forms flaring like bad holograms. Kael’s outline coalesced first, translucent but solidifying at the edges—his dual blades raised in warning, eyes locking on Terry. “Infiltration… Harlan’s threads in the Collective. Trust no tether.” The projection warped, lashing out as a phantom blade that clipped a scuttler mid-air, but it dissolved into static, revealing another: Joren’s face, scarred and urgent. “The echo pulls from within—cut the beacons!” Lirael’s eyes widened, railgun pausing mid-charge. “That was—Kael? Harlan’s inside?” Her voice cracked, not with fear, but accusation, fingers tightening on the grip until servos whined. She blasted a scuttler swarm off a recruit’s back, the shot’s recoil jarring her prosthetic, but her glare flicked to Terry. “Your damn crystal’s summoning ghosts now. We overload the dock beacon—divert the pull before it drags us all under.” Elara wrenched a creeper free from a crushed horror, thorns dripping. Her breath came ragged, hand pressing ribs harder, but she nodded. “Agreed. Vexa—cover the recruits’ launch!” Creepers whipped to the central beacon tower, a pulsing spire of conduits laced with riftblight. They pierced the base, siphoning energy in a rush that made the air thrum, veins pulsing brighter. Terry interfaced his emitter with a nearby panel, code flooding the system in a digital storm. “Rerouting—Lirael, bridge it!” Drones dug into the beacon’s core, lances priming. Lirael slammed her gauntlet home, torrent of snaking lightning surging through the lines in a web of arcs that lit the docks in blinding azure. The overload built, riftblight veins bulging, then erupting in a chain of detonations—cracks spiderwebbing the tower, shrapnel flying like hail. The central span warped. Lashes thrashed wildly, severing tether lines in eruptions of sparks; recruits screamed as harnesses whipped free, pods detaching in emergency bursts. Vexa’s turret roared one last volley, buying seconds. “Leap to the drift shard—go!” Terry severed his tether with a plasma flick, the line snapping away like a severed vein. Elara and Lirael followed, bodies launching into the void—weightless tumble toward an enormous crystalline shard drifting nearby, its facets glinting under distant stars. The docks receded, claw roars fading into the thunder of splintering metal, but the pursuit didn’t end. A lash remnant trailed, crystalline tip elongating into a barbed harpoon that speared the emptiness inches from Elara’s boot. They hit the shard’s surface rolling, jagged edges biting through gloves—cold as void-frozen steel. Terry anchored first, emitter firing grapples that bit into crystal with pneumatic thuds. Elara’s creepers latched next, coiling for purchase; Lirael skidded, prosthetic sparking as it locked. But the shard trembled, a deeper rumble vibrating through their ribcages. Below, in the rending void, a larger progenitor echo stirred—a vast silhouette uncoiling from the abyss, lashes questing like titanic serpents. The pull hit then, a gravitational yank from the unstable convergence rift yawning wide—a maw of colliding realms, ice and flame swirling in physical eddies that tugged at their harnesses. Crystal groaned under the strain, fissures cracking outward. Lirael’s hand clamped Terry’s arm, grip iron despite the tremor in her voice. “It’s awakening—the Eternal pull. We can’t fight that from here.” Elara’s creepers strained, thorns embedding deeper as the shard tilted. Visions struck again from the crystal—Harlan’s laugh echoing physically, vibrations shaking loose pebbles. The rift’s edge loomed, suction building to a howl. Something titanic breached its lip—a claw, larger than the docks themselves, scraping toward them.





Chapter 3: Shards of Awakening

Terry’s boots skidded across the frost-rimed deck of the outer dock, the crystalline shard groaning like a beast in its death throes. Shards of the Veil Shards outpost splintered overhead, raining razor-edged debris that pinged off his kinetic shield in sparks of deflected force. Elara vaulted a warping railing, her symbiotic creeper-armor uncoiling from her shoulders to lash out at a surging riftblight lash—thick as a cable, veined with pulsing black crystal—that whipped toward her mid-leap. The creeper’s thorns sank deep, shredding fibrous layers and spraying viscous ichor that sizzled on the metal plating, eating shallow pits into the surface. “Flank it left!” Lirael snapped, her upgraded prosthetic leg pistoning as she skidded to a halt, railgun thrumming to life. A torrent of snaking lightning erupted from her free hand, snaking blue-white arcs that hammered the lash’s base. The bolt struck true, vaporizing a segment in a burst of steam and ozone, but the limb convulsed, flinging barbed shards that embedded in Lirael’s shoulder pauldron with meaty thuds. She gritted her teeth, blood welling around the punctures, and fired a railgun slug that punched through the core, erupting it in a geyser of molten slag. Behind them, the convergence rift yawned wider, a jagged maw in the void exhaling plumes of oily smoke that carried the acrid tang of burnt sugar. From its depths, the titanic progenitor echo stirred—its vast form a hulking silhouette of bedrock muscle and crystalline spines, claws scraping against unseen barriers with a rumble that shook through the dock’s struts. Terry’s progenitor crystal, clutched in his gauntleted fist, pulsed hotter, projecting erratic visions: realms colliding in slow-motion cataclysms, Harlan’s armored silhouette looming over a pulsing engine core, his voice a gravelly echo promising the Eternal Convergence—a tide of unraveling realities that would grind worlds to dust. A spectral projection flared into solidity beside Elara: Kael Draven, or what passed for him now, his dual blades raised in a mocking guard, eyes glowing with riftblight’s oily sheen. Yet the air warped around him, carrying phantom screams that clawed at their eardrums like nails on slate, and a wave of nausea weakened Elara’s knees, her stomach heaving as if punched from within. She retched, tasting bile, while the illusion sprang, blade slicing air that burned like acid across her cheek. “Not real,” Terry snarled, his voice taut as he thumbed his emitter. A swarm of plasma drones detached from his backpack, buzzing like hornets as they streaked toward the specter. Superheated lances pierced the projection’s chest, melting ethereal armor into dripping rivulets that hissed on the deck, forming shallow craters. The figure dissolved in a wail that echoed as physical pressure, squeezing Terry’s temples until blood vessels pulsed visibly under his skin. He shook it off, fingers clenching the crystal until his knuckles whitened. Lirael spun, her snaking lightning chaining to another lash snaking over the dock’s edge, the bolt grounding through its crystalline barbs in a shower of splinters. “These echoes are linking to the core—sever the anchors or it’ll pull the whole outpost in!” Her words cut sharp, strained by her blistering prosthetics, sparks arcing from overheated joints. Elara nodded, wiping blood from her split lip, and directed her creepers toward a cluster of auxiliary beacons flaring along the splintering arm—rune-etched pillars thrumming with unstable energy. The creepers wrapped the nearest one, thorns grinding into conduits as she channeled a surge; the beacon overloaded in a flare of green plasma, its explosion shearing a lash clean and sending shockwaves that warped the arm’s supports. Metal screamed, twisting into jagged curls, and a section sheared free, tumbling into the void with a trail of sparking cables. “Move—docking arm’s next!” Terry yelled, deploying a kinetic shield that bloomed around them like a translucent dome, absorbing a barrage of crystalline spines that detonated on impact, peppering the barrier with web-cracks and forcing him to pour more power into it, sweat trickled down his brow from the drain. They raced along the arm, boots pounding splintered plasteel, leaping gaps where the structure had split like overripe fruit. Spectral projections multiplied—ghosts of Joren and Voss coalescing from the haze, their forms warping the air with heat mirages that made the deck shimmer and burn soles through boot treads. One phantom enforcer swung a solidifying hammer, the blow glancing off Lirael’s railgun with a clang that numbed her arm to the elbow, jolting her with pins-and-needles fire. Elara countered, her archer’s drawstring thrumming as she loosed an arrow tipped with creeper seed; it embedded in the projection’s thigh, roots exploding outward to bind and corrode, dissolving the limb in bubbling foam that ate through the deck plating below. “They’re feeding on the rift—hit the beacons to starve them!” The progenitor’s roar built, a bass thunder that shook loose rivets and hurled a drifting shard toward them. Terry hurled a plasma drone into its path, the lance detonating the fragment mid-air in a bloom of superheated gas and shrapnel that rained harmlessly off his shield. Yet the visions from the crystal intensified: Harlan’s face, etched with riftblight scars, mouthing words that manifested as auditory lashes—whispers of betrayal coiling like smoke, carrying the stench of ozone and decay that made Terry’s eyes water. They reached a junction where three docking arms converged, beacons pulsing erratically. Lirael slammed her palm against one, channeling lightning through her prosthetics; the surge raced up the pillar, blackening runes and erupting it in a chain of pops that severed a dozen lashes at once, their severed ends writhing like decapitated serpents before dissolving into oily puddles. Elara’s creepers claimed another, thorns puncturing the core and pumping corrosive sap that melted circuits in fizzing bursts. Terry targeted the third, his emitter keening as he overclocked the output. Plasma lances bored into the beacon’s heart, igniting a feedback loop that ballooned into an inferno, the blast wave slamming them back and cratering the junction in a smoking pit. The progenitor echo recoiled, its titanic claws raking louder, spines withdrawing slightly as the overload stalled its surge. Yet then—a shrill alert pierced the chaos, emanating from their comms: a betrayal signal, laced with syndicate code, broadcasting from within the Vanguard ranks. Recruits bolted on the adjacent arm, their tethers snapping as phantom enforcers solidified among them, blades flashing in a frenzy of arterial sprays and screams. One recruit’s helmet cracked under a spectral blow, visor shattering into the void. “Internal breach—someone’s feeding coords to Harlan!” Lirael’s voice cracked like thunder, her fist slamming a console that sparked under the impact. No time for accusations. Terry clipped his tether to a fraying line, the group springing as one toward the Vanguard frigate looming in the distance—a behemoth vessel with thrusters flaring against the pull. Pursuing lashes whipped across the gap, crystalline tips grazing Elara’s armor and drawing beads of blood through the gaps. They collided with the frigate’s hull mid-jump, magnetic boots locking as defensive turrets swiveled, unleashing volleys of railgun fire that shredded incoming lashes in sprays of crystalline dust. Docking clamps engaged with a hydraulic groan, yet holographic echoes bled through the airlocks—Harlan’s form flaring, his prophecy manifesting as taunting laughter that rattled their ribcages, accompanied by visions of unraveling stars, the scent of scorched worlds filling the bay. Inside the frigate’s bay, alarms wailed as they unclipped, recruits hauling them to cover. Terry jammed a crystal fragment into a nearby decryptor, the device thrumming as it parsed the data: lines of code exposing an infiltrator’s signature, tied to a Vanguard officer’s transponder. Suspicions hardened—Vexa’s second? One of the new defectors? Lirael’s fingers dug into her railgun’s grip, joints creaking, while Elara’s breath came in measured huffs, her eyes scanning faces amid the fray. The progenitor’s roar echoed anew, a seismic bellow across the rift that rattled the frigate’s bulkheads, heralding the convergence’s relentless advance. Terry wrenched the fragment free, the decryptor’s screen flaring with warnings, and thrust it into his pack as another lash breached the bay doors, forcing them to dive for weapons once more.

The lash breached the bay doors with a screech of rending metal, its crystalline spine coiling like a serpent’s tail, barbed tips dragging across furrows into the deck plating. Shards of ice-flecked blight sprayed outward, carrying the acrid tang of ozone and charred circuitry. Terry rolled left, his cybernetic fingers clamping around the hilt of his plasma emitter as the floor jolted beneath him. The air thrummed with the progenitor’s distant bellow, rattling through his teeth like a tuning fork struck against bone. Elara twisted mid-dive, her symbiotic creeper-armor unfurling from her shoulders in a whipcrack of verdant lashes that lashed out, thorns embedding into the lash’s pulsing core. The creeper flexed, pumping corrosive sap that sizzled on contact, blackening the crystalline surface in bubbling splinters. “Flank it—don’t let it root!” she snapped, her voice steady but edged with the grit of her gritted teeth, sweat beading on her brow from the strain. Lirael pivoted right, her upgraded prosthetic leg pistoning against the deck for leverage as she leveled her railgun. The weapon’s barrel glowed with infused storm energy, and she squeezed the trigger in a staccato burst—crackling bolts of snaking lightning arced from the muzzle, chaining along the lash’s length. Each impact erupted in bursts of superheated steam, the smell of burnt sugar thickening the air as segments of the lash splintered and slumped, oozing viscous ichor that pooled and hissed against the cold metal. Terry surged forward, emitter thrumming to life in his grip. He thumbed the activator, unleashing a lance of superheated plasma that bored into the lash’s base, melting through layers of blight-crusted crystal in a gout of molten slag. The lash convulsed, its tip snapping wildly and clipping a recruit’s shoulder pauldron, sending the man sprawling with a grunt, blood welling from a shallow gash. Terry’s jaw tightened, a flare of frustration crossing his face as he sidestepped the flailing barb—another variable in this mess of an evac. “Drones—deploy!” he snapped, his free hand flicking a wrist implant. Two fist-sized orbs detached from his bracer, spinning to life with azure glows before streaking toward the breach. They dug into the lash’s retreating form, detonating in twin blooms of plasma that vaporized the core, leaving a crater smoking in the doorframe. The bay shuddered as the frigate’s thrusters fired in corrective bursts, the deck tilting at a nauseating angle. Recruits scrambled to seal the doors with emergency welds, their torches spitting sparks that danced like fireflies in the gloom. Yet the victory was short-lived—holographic flares warped the air anew, Harlan’s spectral form coalescing amid the haze, his vast armored silhouette leering with that same mocking grin from the visions. “The convergence calls,” his echo intoned, voice layering over itself in a dissonant chorus that clawed at their eardrums. Projections bled from him: unraveling starfields collapsing into voids, worlds cracking like eggshells under crystalline pressure, the Eternal Convergence laid bare as realms fused in cataclysmic overlays. Terry’s stomach churned, the metallic tang of adrenaline flooding his mouth, but he shoved it down, hauling Elara to her feet as the hologram dissolved into taunting laughter. “Not now,” Lirael growled, her silver-streaked hair matted with sweat, fingers white-knuckled on her railgun. She scanned the recruits’ faces, eyes narrowing at a young defector whose transponder blinked erratically—the same signature from the decrypt. Accusation hung unspoken in the air between them, thick as the lingering smoke. The kid met her gaze, then bolted for a side console, fumbling with controls that sparked under his touch. Elara’s hand shot out, a creeper vine snaking from her gauntlet to coil around the defector’s ankle, hauling him back with a thud that echoed off the bulkheads. “Talk—or we end this here.” Her tone was low, laced with the quiet menace of someone who’d seen too many betrayals, her ritual tattoos pulsing faintly under her skin as if feeding on the tension. The frigate lurched again, alarms blaring as auxiliary beacons on the outer hull overloaded in sequence—Terry’s remote hack from earlier, stalling the progenitor echo’s pull. Yet the cost rippled through the structure: docking arms groaned and sheared away in the distance, crystalline shards tumbling into the rift like shattered glass. Spectral projections solidified around them now, not Harlan’s alone—fallen allies warped by the blight. Kael’s form flared into being first, his dual blades raised in a mock salute, but his eyes gleamed with unnatural frost, voice a garbled echo: “Join us in the unraveling.” He lunged, blade whistling through the air with phantom weight, forcing Terry to raise a kinetic shield that shimmered blue on impact, the force jolting his arm bones. “Projections—mimics!” Terry shouted, shield flaring as he parried another strike, the impact sending jolts up his spine. The mimic shattered into reflective shards on a follow-up plasma lance, mirrors skittering across the deck and reflecting distorted faces—Joren’s snarling, Voss’s pleading—each one multiplying the fray. Lirael spun, her prosthetic arm whirring as she channeled a torrent of snaking lightning from her railgun, snaking forks leaping to chain between mimics. They exploded in an eruption of light, the screech of splintering crystal mingling with the ozone reek, but one slipped through, its blade grazing her thigh guard and drawing a thin line of blood that seeped warm against her skin. She hissed, pivoting to crush its remnants under her boot, the grind of shard on metal punctuating her curse. “These aren’t just echoes—they’re pulling from the rift core. We sever the link, or they keep coming.” Elara nodded, her creepers surging outward in a thorny web that netted two more projections—Sylara’s illusionary form and Alden’s stone-shifting mimic—thorns piercing their holographic cores and dragging them down. The creepers constricted with a wet snap, sap corroding the manifestations until they burst into harmless motes, but the effort left her breathing ragged, a fresh scar of strain etching her features as she retracted the growths. The defector recruit thrashed in Elara’s creeper hold, his face paling. “It wasn’t me—Vexa’s second, Thorne! He planted the signal during the last patrol. Harlan’s got eyes everywhere—coords to the Eternal ritual sites, they’re lighting up the rift!” Terry’s eyes flicked to the console the kid had reached for, its screen now displaying an eruption of syndicate markers—beacons igniting across the convergence, drawing the progenitor’s titanic form inexorably closer. The frigate’s bulkheads creaked under the strain, the roar building to a thunderous cadence that shook loose panels from the ceiling, showering sparks. “Then we purge it,” Terry said, his voice taut, slamming a fist into the panel to initiate a system flush. Code scrolled furiously, yet not before another lash probed the bay’s edge, its tip curling like a hook toward the group. Lirael fired first, her snaking lightning barrage forking into the probe and erupting it in a shower of crystalline debris that pelted their armor like hail. Elara’s creepers lashed out to bind the remnants, thorns grinding them to powder, while Terry’s drones swarmed the breach, plasma blooms sealing it with molten welds. The air cleared momentarily, yet the visions intensified—Harlan’s prophecy overlaying the bay: realms bleeding into one another, crystalline spines piercing starlit skies, the Elder Progenitor uncoiling as herald to total fusion. “Frigate’s veering off-course—the echo’s gravitational pull,” a recruit yelled from the helm feed, voice tinny over comms. The deck tilted sharply, forcing them to brace against warping rails as the vessel banked toward the rift’s maw. Elara released the defector, her creeper retracting with a slither, yet her gaze lingered on him, fingers flexing as if weighing trust. “Get to the bridge—lock down those transponders. We follow the markers, cut Harlan off at the ritual.” Lirael shouldered her railgun, prosthetic leg clanking as she moved to the bay’s inner hatch, yet paused, shooting Terry a look—sharp, probing, the tactical rift between them unspoken yet palpable in the set of her jaw. His Genesis ideas had simmered in briefings, risky fusions of plasma and rift energy, and now, with betrayal gnawing at their flanks, it felt like a spark to dry tinder. Terry met her stare, then nodded once, clipping his tether to the warping rail as the frigate accelerated. The hatch hissed open to reveal splintering corridors ahead, sparks flying from exposed conduits, and beyond, the void swirling with the progenitor’s awakening glow. He stepped forward, emitter raised, the group’s boots pounding in unison as they plunged into the turmoil.

The corridors of the frigate warped like tanned leather under a bootheel, metal groaning as crystalline fissures spiderwebbed across the bulkheads. Terry’s boots skidded on grated decking slick with condensation from ruptured coolant lines, his emitter thrumming in his grip, scanning for the nearest transponder node. To the left, a service hatch flared with emergency strobes, offering a shortcut to the bridge but risking a collapse from the tilting hull. Straight ahead, the main passage yawned wider, exposed wiring spitting arcs that could fry their suits—or light up incoming threats. He chose the main, barking into his comm, ‘Flank the passage—drones on point. We hit the bridge in thirty seconds or we’re rift fodder.’ Elara moved like a shadow uncoiling, her symbiotic creeper-armor rustling as lashes extended from her pauldrons, probing the dim ahead. Lirael limped a step behind, prosthetic leg grinding against the deck with each jolt, railgun braced on her shoulder. The air thickened with ozone, undercut by that burnt-sugar reek of riftblight seeping through unseen vents. Then the first lash erupted—a surging crystalline lash punching through the floor plating, shards exploding outward like shrapnel from a grenade. It whipped toward Lirael, barbs glinting. She twisted, firing a snaking lightning barrage that forked from her railgun’s barrel, blue-white arcs slamming into the lash and erupting it in an eruption of superheated fragments. The recoil shoved her back a meter, boot heels scraping, but the debris hailed down, slicing a gash across her gauntlet. Elara’s creepers lashed out in response, thorny coils wrapping the stump of the lash and yanking it down, thorns pulverizing crystal to glittering dust that crunched underfoot. Terry loosed two plasma drones from his belt deploy, the orbs zipping forward in a whine, lancing superheated beams into the fissure. Molten edges sealed with a hiss, steam billowing up to fog their visors. Yet the visions struck back in, the progenitor crystal’s glow pulsing in Terry’s pack like a heartbeat. Harlan’s face coalesced on the walls, not as hologram but etched in flaring riftblight, his voice booming through the deck vibrations: ‘The Eternal Convergence heralds unity—realms as one, progenitors as gods. Your splinters will seal in the blaze.’ Spectral projections solidified mid-stride—Kael, translucent at first, then hardening into a vast armored silhouette wielding dual blades that thrummed with phantom wind. He lunged at Elara, blade whistling through the air with enough force to dent plasteel. Elara ducked, creeper-armor surging to life; creepers erupted from her boots, coiling around the projection’s legs and hauling it down. Thorns pierced the spectral form, grinding through illusory armor with a screech like nails on slate, dissolving it into wisps that reeked of scorched earth. Yet the strike grazed her side, the ‘blade’ leaving a real welt that burned like acid, her fingers clenching the creeper hilts as she suppressed a hiss. ‘These aren’t ghosts—they’re pulling from the rift’s bleed. Physical echoes, feeding on our doubts.’ Terry’s pulse hammered: reroute power to the corridor shields, risking a blackout that could blind them, or push forward and overload the transponders manually? The deck lurched again, gravity fluctuating as the frigate grazed the convergence rift’s edge, pulling them toward docking arms that extended like splintered bones from the Veil Shards’ remnants. He chose to advance—emitter raised, he fired a kinetic shield bubble that expanded in a dome of rippling energy, absorbing the next lash that burst from a ceiling vent. The impact hammered the shield, sending jolts up his arms, but it held, buying them seconds. Lirael bellowed a warning, her railgun thundering as another projection flared in—Joren this time, the fallen mage’s form manifesting with staff raised, unleashing a gust that hurled loose panels like battering rams. She countered with a torrent of snaking lightning, chains of electricity leaping from her weapon to ground into the figure, shattering it in a burst of ozone and crackling afterimages. Shards of the panel clipped her shoulder, drawing blood that welled hot through her suit, but she pressed on, prosthetic whirring as she charged the hatch to the outer docks. They burst through into the splintering docking arms, the frigate’s spine linking to a chain of drifting shards—titanic crystalline chunks tumbling in the void, tethered by straining cables that sang with tension. The progenitor echo’s roar thrummed through the structure, a titanic vibration that made the arms flex like whips. Surges of riftblight lashes coiled from the gaps between shards, crystalline barbs questing like serpents’ tongues. Terry clipped his tether to a rail, leaping the first gap as the arm jolted; his boots magnetized to the next platform with a clunk, but a lash snagged his line mid-jump, yanking him sideways. He twisted, emitter spitting a plasma lance that seared the coil, vaporizing a segment in a flare of molten crystal that dripped like wax onto the void below. The recoil spun him, tether straining, until Elara’s creeper extended from her perch, thorns hooking his harness and reeling him in with a grind of fibers against metal. Lirael covered from the arm’s end, her barrages forking across the void, lightning arcing between shards to erupt two pursuing lashes in synchronized blasts. Debris rained—jagged crystals pelting the platforms, cratering the surface and forcing them to dodge craters that steamed with residual heat. ‘Reroute to auxiliary beacons!’ Terry shouted, scanning the nearest shard: rune-etched spires jutting like spines, pulsing with rift energy. Overload them, and the echo’s pull weakens; ignore, and the frigate tears free into the maw. He chose overload, drones detaching to burrow into the first beacon’s base, plasma blooms igniting internals in chain reactions that warped the spire. The shard shuddered, lashes retracting with whipsaw cracks, but the backlash hurled a wave of hallucinatory projections—Sylara’s form this time, arrows nocked in a bow of woven shadows, loosing volleys that solidified into razor flecks. Elara met them mid-air, her creeper-armor blooming into a barrier of interlocking thorns that shredded the flecks on impact, creepers grinding them to mulch even as one sliver nicked her cheek, drawing a thin line of blood that she wiped with a gauntleted thumb. The visions intensified—Harlan’s prophecy overlaying the fray: realms colliding in slow motion, Eldoria’s forests twisting into crystalline thorns, Aetheria’s storms funneling into the progenitor’s uncoiling form, a titanic shadow dwarfing stars. ‘He’s not just herald—he’s fused. The crystal shows it: Eternal Convergence as his rebirth.’ They raced across the warping arms, leaping to the final shard as recruits’ screams echoed over comms—scattered by a betrayal signal, a piercing whine that jammed their tethers and sent figures tumbling into the void. Terry glimpsed it on his HUD: a Vanguard transponder hijacked, broadcasting from the frigate’s underbelly, coordinates locking onto their position like a snare. ‘Infiltrator—internal ping. Someone’s feeding Harlan our vector.’ Lirael snarled, her fingers white-knuckling the railgun as she vaulted a gap, prosthetic sparking from the strain. ‘Purge the net—now!’ She slammed a fist into a junction box, rerouting her lightning through the lines; surges raced along the cables, frying the signal in an eruption of shorts that lit the void like fireworks. But the damage rippled—recruits’ tethers snapped, bodies cartwheeling into the rift’s glow before Elara’s creepers snagged two, hauling them back with grunts of effort that strained her tattoos aglow. The frigate loomed ahead, docking clamps grinding open amid defensive volleys—cannon fire from its turrets lancing into pursuing lashes, exploding them in blooms of crystal rain. They tether-jumped the last void span, boots slamming onto the hull as holographic echoes manifested around the clamps: Harlan’s leering face, multiplied across the plating, intoning prophecies of unraveling—stars splintering like glass, progenitors birthing armies from the bleed. Terry’s team piled into the airlock, slamming the cycle, but the crystal fragment in his pack decrypted mid-seal, projecting a shard of data: a Vanguard officer’s silhouette, hooded, planting the betrayal beacon. The face blurred—could be Vexa, or one of the defectors they’d just saved. Suspicions coiled tighter than the lashes outside. Elara’s hand hovered over her quiver, eyes narrowing at the inner hatch. Lirael’s jaw set, railgun cycling a fresh charge. Terry pocketed the fragment, emitter scanning for tails, as the progenitor’s roar swelled—a guttural quake that rattled the frigate’s frame, drawing them inexorably toward the rift’s heart. He kicked the hatch release, stepping into the bay’s red-lit haze, the group fanning out behind him, boots echoing on scorched grating slick with ichor residue.


