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The wind outside sounded wrong.

Not the rustle of leaves or the low drag of coastal air—but a dry, metallic whistle, like it was threading through dead things. The cracked dome above us creaked in slow intervals, flexing under pressure from a world we didn’t recognize.

Chloe took a step toward the glass, boots crunching dust and debris. Her reflection flickered in the fractured surface—smudged, distorted, unreal. Max didn’t move. He stood at the edge of the chamber, jaw tight, the black core still pulsing in his grip. He hadn’t spoken since we stepped through the vault door. He didn’t have to. The look in his eyes said enough.

He’d seen this place before. Not in person. In the vision. Inside the vault. Chloe turned. “Max. Talk to us.”

He didn’t answer right away. Then, slowly: “This is one of the last functioning nodes.”

“Of what?” I asked.

Max’s gaze swept the landscape—those skeletal towers, half-buried antennae, scorched hills beneath a foreign sky. “The Fold Network,” he said. “Or what’s left of it.”

He walked forward, toward a darkened console built into the wall. Its screen was cracked but intact, a thick layer of dust caked in the seams. Max wiped it with his sleeve, revealing a black surface marked with concentric circles and a faded logo:

ISF – Horizon Gate Division

Chloe leaned closer. “You said that name before. The patch.”

Max nodded. “Interstellar Science Foundation. They're not supposed to exist yet. In our timeline, they’re still in planning phases—classified reports, think tanks, theoretical builds.”

“But this...” I said. “This is real.”

Max didn’t move. “It’s after.”

A low chime sounded from deeper in the complex. Not mechanical. Organic. We froze. The noise repeated—closer this time. Wet. Rhythmic.

Chloe pulled her flashlight slowly from her pack. “What was that?” she whispered.

Max turned away from the console. “We’re not alone.”

The hallway beyond the chamber was dark, the flickering overhead strips casting broken shadows across the metal floor. Another sound—a scraping—moved just beyond the reach of light.

Then—click.

The console behind Max came to life. A distorted voice crackled through: “If someone’s hearing this... you’re already too late.”

The sound came again. Wet, rhythmic. Closer.

It wasn’t footsteps. Not exactly. It was slower, heavier—like something dragging itself across the floor with purpose, not pain. Chloe backed toward Max. Her flashlight beam swept the corridor beyond the dome’s chamber—walls lined with sagging panels, wires hanging like dead vines, and at the far end... darkness.

Max handed me the core. “Why me?” I whispered.

He didn’t answer. He stepped forward instead. Another sound. A breath. Not ours. I caught the faintest silhouette—long-limbed, uneven. Not human. But not purely alien, either. Something... mixed. As if time had rewritten something mid-form and left it unfinished.

Chloe aimed her light toward the noise. It flickered. Once. Twice. Then died. She slapped it. Nothing. Max pulled his own, clicked it on—just in time to catch movement in the corridor. Something ducked out of sight. Fast. Fluid. Too fast.

Chloe swore under her breath. “It saw us.”

Max nodded. “It was already tracking us.”

We turned slowly, backs against the curved edge of the dome’s chamber, facing the dark hall like it might speak first.

Then—

CRACK.

The console flared to life behind us. Static screamed through the room, high and sharp and jagged like glass in a blender. Chloe jumped. I almost dropped the core. Max spun around.

The voice returned—fractured. Broken into slices and bursts.

“—can’t stay—signal collapse accelerating—don’t trust—”

A surge of static.

“—vault shift recursive—data bleed unstable—if they reach the node, it’s—”

Then silence. Max lunged forward, trying to reactivate the console. Nothing. Just black glass again. The room was too quiet. We turned back toward the corridor—

Empty. No breath. No sound.

Chloe’s voice was barely audible. “What was that?”

Max looked at the console. Then at the walls. Then at me. “We’re not just out of time,” he said. “We’re inside someone else’s future. Someone who didn’t make it out.”

He stared at the console a moment longer, as if hoping it might crackle back to life. It didn’t. “We need to move,” he said.

Chloe nodded. “Back into the hall?”

“No.” He turned toward the dome. “Out there.”

We retraced our steps through the dust and debris, past the broken equipment and silent corridors, to where the dome met the outer edge of the facility. The massive window—once transparent—was fractured across its surface, fine as frost. But in the lower corner, a section had collapsed entirely, its edges blackened and curled inward like it had been melted, not shattered.

Through the gap, the world waited. Max ducked through first. Chloe and I followed. We emerged into silence. The air was dry. Sharp. It smelled faintly of minerals and rust. The ground beneath our feet wasn’t earth—at least, not as we knew it. It was a mixture of ash-gray sand and something smoother, like fused glass. Wind moved in slow, dusty ribbons across the flat plain, carving shallow grooves into the dunes.

And the sky—

It wasn’t blue.

It was a dim, amber haze, thickened by particles that caught the light in strange, scattered bursts. A weak sun hovered far too low on the horizon, like a bulb on the verge of burning out.

Chloe stepped beside me. “This... isn’t just future Earth.”

Max didn’t answer. He was scanning the horizon—eyes fixed on the skyline. What remained of it. In the distance, a cluster of jagged structures jutted from the land. Towering skeletal frames. Tilted and bent. Some had cables still dangling from their midsections like torn veins. One of them was half-collapsed, its upper levels buried in a crater of its own design.

Max knelt and ran his fingers through the sand. “It’s vitrified,” he said. “Fused by heat. Intense, sustained, directional. Not volcanic.”

“Then what?” I asked.

He stood slowly. “Weaponry. Or atmospheric reentry. Or both.” A silence settled over us. Not fear. Just awe. Dread in its purest, quietest form. “We’re not just looking at the future,” he said. “We’re looking at aftermath.”

Chloe turned in a slow circle. “Of what?”

Max didn’t answer right away. Then he pointed toward one of the distant towers. Halfway up, a tattered banner still clung to a bent rail. Three letters. ISF.

Same foundation. Same future. Max lowered his hand. “We’re in the last days of the timeline.”

I stared at him. “You mean the end of the world?”

He looked at me—quiet, calm, and more afraid than I’d ever seen him. “No,” he said. “Worse. We’re in the part after.”

We started toward the towers. No words needed. Just wind and footsteps. The landscape stretched in every direction—gray, broken, and quiet. The sun hung like an afterthought, its heat long since bled away. Around us, shallow craters pockmarked the terrain, their edges hardened into glassy ridges. Some were shallow. Others looked like mouths yawning wide beneath the dust.

After nearly half an hour of walking, the first structure loomed up ahead. Not one of the towers—but a smaller building, half-buried in ash and debris. It sloped low, bunker-style, with a collapsed awning and an exposed framework of steel ribs. A door remained intact—sealed, darkened with soot—but beside it stood something stranger: A beacon.

Tapered. Cracked. Still blinking. Dim blue light pulsed at the tip. Once every few seconds. Weak, but regular. Max slowed, crouching beside it. “This shouldn’t still be running.”

Chloe knelt beside him. “Battery?”

He shook his head. “Self-sustaining. Advanced hydrogen cell. Experimental tech.”

“Whose?” I asked.

Max touched the base gently. Then it spoke. A mechanical voice, soft and filtered through heavy static: “ISF—Node Seven—Beacon 4B active. Automated distress protocol initiated. Crew status: unknown. Location drift: 12,491 meters. Time offset:—”

The message fractured. Max glanced up sharply. “Time offset?”

Chloe looked at him. “As in—this beacon isn’t just out of place. It’s out of time?”

He didn’t answer. From inside the building, something shifted. We all froze. A metal creak. Then a sharp clatter, like a piece of debris falling from height. Max stood slowly, eyes sweeping the rafters. “We’re being watched,” he said, voice low.

Chloe raised her flashlight again, scanning the shadows through the half-collapsed door. It lit only wreckage—twisted piping, broken consoles, a sloped hallway coated in soot. Then the light caught movement. Not full-bodied. Just the glint of something reflective—brief, fast, and low to the ground. Like an eye. Then gone.

Max stepped forward.

“Max,” I said, “maybe wait—”

But the flashlight beam swung again. This time we all saw it. A drone. Small, skeletal, crab-like. Half its chassis exposed. It scuttled across the floor and froze, one optical lens pivoting toward us. It made no sound. No threat display. Just silence. Then it projected a burst of light—blue and flickering—onto the soot-dark wall behind it.

A message. A fragment of a map. And at the center of it: a blinking point labeled in faded glyphs. Max inhaled sharply. “That’s a fold relay.”

“What does that mean?” Chloe asked.

He turned toward us. “It means this isn’t the only node still running. There’s at least one more. And whatever’s still alive in this world—it’s protecting it.”

Behind us, the drone emitted a soft whir, almost like a breath. The projected map flickered once, then vanished into nothing. Without warning, the drone turned and retreated—slipping back into the building, disappearing into the dark from which it came.

It wasn’t fleeing. It was watching and waiting. Not running.

Inviting.

Max stepped forward without hesitation.

“Wait,” Chloe said. “You saw that thing, right? It didn’t exactly scream friendly.”

“It didn’t run either,” he said. “It showed us something—and then it waited.”

I glanced back toward the open horizon. The wind had picked up again, carrying with it the strange hush of a world that had long since stopped expecting visitors.

“I think it wants us to follow,” Max said.

Chloe exhaled. “You say that like it's comforting.”

But we followed anyway. The inside of the structure was colder than before. The air felt pressed in, stale and still. Our footsteps echoed off scorched metal and fractured tile. Overhead, exposed piping ran like skeletal wiring, branching across ceilings blackened by fire or age.

The drone waited just beyond the doorway, its small frame barely outlined by the glow of a cracked display panel. When it detected us, it scuttled forward—deliberate and slow. It led us down a sloped corridor, its lens pulsing every few seconds, casting brief flashes across the walls.

We passed through what remained of a checkpoint—a rusted framework of reinforced doors, long since fused open—and entered a circular chamber beyond. The walls were lined with consoles. Ancient, dead. One corner had collapsed entirely, and the floor was layered with years of dust and fine debris. At the center of the room stood a raised pedestal—smooth, unmarked, slightly tilted—and when the drone reached it, it stopped.

A click. Then a hum. The pedestal lit from within. A three-dimensional projection sprang to life above it—blue, fractured, but clear enough to recognize: the fold relay map. The same configuration we’d seen before, but now larger, cleaner, and rotating slowly on its axis. Max stepped forward, transfixed.

Chloe narrowed her eyes. “Is that the same one it showed before?”

“No,” Max said. “It’s more detailed.”

He circled the projection, studying the points, tracing the patterns of lines and arcs with his finger. I watched
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