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    To the dreamers who look at the horizon and see a question mark,and to the soldiers who stand on the wall so the rest of us can sleep.
And for my family—my own personal fortress.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.And any sufficiently advanced weapon is indistinguishable from a god."

      

    

A NOVEL

Some secrets should stay buried.

Davis Shyaka Musirikare
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THE DIG

The heat in the Sahara did not just burn; it had weight. It pressed down on the shoulders like a physical load, heavy and suffocating.

Dr. Elias Vance wiped a mixture of grit and sweat from his forehead with the back of a gloved hand. He squinted against the glare. The sun was a white hole in the sky, hammering the dunes of the Tenere region in Niger. Here, the sand was endless, a shifting ocean of gold and rust that stretched to every horizon.

"Forty-eight degrees," his foreman, Kaelen, muttered, checking a digital thermometer that looked like it was about to melt. "And rising. If we don’t find this entrance soon, Elias, the equipment is going to seize up. The hydraulics are already screaming."

Elias didn’t look at him. He kept his eyes fixed on the display of the Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) tablet in his hands.

"The equipment can scream all it wants," Elias said, his voice raspy from the dry air. "Look at the return signal. Just look at it."

Kaelen stepped closer, casting a small shadow over the screen. The GPR image was messy—usual static from mineral deposits and shifting sand densities—but right in the center, about thirty meters down, was a hard, flat line.

It was perfectly straight.

Nature did not make straight lines. Nature made curves, jagged edges, and chaotic formations. This line was geometric. It was artificial.

"Bedrock?" Kaelen asked, though he didn’t sound convinced.

"In the middle of a dune sea?" Elias shook his head, a thrill of excitement cutting through his exhaustion. "That’s not rock. That is a roof."

He turned to the dig site behind them. It was a massive operation, far larger than what their permit allowed. In fact, their permit—issued by a corrupt official in Agadez—only covered a cursory geological survey. If the Nigerien military patrols caught them out here with heavy excavators and industrial drills, they would be arrested. Or shot.

But the risk was worth it. Elias had spent twenty years chasing rumors of the "Lost Architectures," myths of a civilization that pre-dated the Egyptians and the Sumerians. He had been laughed out of Oxford and humiliated in Cairo.

Now, he was standing on top of his vindication.

"Bring the excavator around," Elias ordered. "Focus on quadrant four. I want that sand cleared within the hour."

Kaelen hesitated. "The men are tired, Elias. It’s noon. The 'devil’s hour.' We should rest until the sun drops."

Elias turned, his blue eyes sharp and feverish. "We are not resting. Not when we are this close. Double their pay. Triple it. I don’t care. Just dig."

An hour later, the roar of the diesel engines was the only sound in the empty desert. The massive yellow excavator scooped up tons of sand, dumping it into piles that looked like man-made mountains.

Elias stood at the edge of the pit, watching the depth markers.

Ten meters.
Fifteen meters.
Twenty meters.
The sand here was different. It was darker, packed tight by centuries of pressure. The smell of ancient dust rose up, dry and musky.

"Stop!" Elias shouted, waving his arms.

The operator killed the engine. The sudden silence was deafening. The wind whistled low over the dunes, a ghostly sound.

Elias slid down the slope of the pit, his boots sinking into the soft earth. He reached the bottom, where the excavator bucket had scraped away the last layer of compacted sand.

There was something there.

He dropped to his knees, ignoring the heat radiating from the ground. He pulled a brush from his belt and began to sweep away the remaining dirt.

Kaelen slid down next to him. "What is it?"

"I don't know," Elias whispered.

He brushed harder. The sunlight hit the surface he had exposed. It didn't gleam like gold or sparkle like quartz. It absorbed the light.

It was black metal. Matte black. Totally non-reflective.

Elias took a deep breath. He touched it.

It was cold.

"Impossible," Kaelen breathed. "It’s... it’s freezing."

"The ambient temperature is nearly fifty degrees Celsius," Elias said, his mind racing. "This metal should be burning my skin. But it’s cold. Like ice."

He tapped it with the handle of his brush. Clink. Clink. It sounded dense, incredibly solid.

"Is it a bunker?" Kaelen asked, looking up at the walls of sand towering above them. "Something from World War II? The French? The Germans?"

"No," Elias said, standing up and brushing the sand from his knees. "Look at the surface. No rivets. No welding marks. No seams. This was cast as a single piece. We can’t do that today, let alone eighty years ago."

He walked along the exposed strip of metal. It stretched for ten meters before disappearing back under the sand wall.

"We need the laser drill," Elias said.

Kaelen’s eyes widened. "Elias, if that’s a pressurized container—"

"It’s not a gas tank, Kaelen! It’s a structure. Get the diamond-tipped coring drill. We are going inside."

The preparations took another two hours. The sun began its slow descent, turning the sky into a bruising shade of purple and orange. The shadows of the dunes lengthened, looking like grasping fingers reaching for the dig site.

The team set up the heavy drill on a tripod directly over the black metal. The rig looked like a heavy machine gun, pointed straight down.

Elias checked the connections. "Coolant lines?"

"Active," a technician said.

"RPM set to max. We don’t know how thick this plating is."

The crew stood back. There was a tension in the air now, thicker than the heat. The workers, mostly locals hired from Agadez, were muttering to themselves. They were superstitious. They knew the stories of the Djinns—the spirits of fire that lived beneath the sands. They didn’t like digging this deep. They didn’t like the cold metal.

"Start it," Elias commanded.

The drill whirred to life. A high-pitched whine that set Elias’s teeth on edge. The diamond-tipped bit lowered slowly.

SCREEEEEECH.

The sound was horrific—like a banshee screaming in pain. Sparks flew, showering the bottom of the pit in a cascade of white-hot light.

"Pressure holding!" the technician yelled over the noise. "Hardness is off the charts! It’s harder than diamond!"

"Push it!" Elias yelled. "It has to break!"

The drill screamed louder. Smoke began to curl up from the contact point.

Then, suddenly, the pitch changed.

Thunk.

The drill dropped.

"We’re through!" Kaelen shouted. "Breach! We have a breach!"

The drill retracted. Elias ran forward, pushing the technician aside.

There was a hole in the black metal. It was small, no wider than a soda can. But it was there.

And from the hole, a sound emerged.

It wasn’t the sound of air escaping. It was a sound of air being sucked in.

Whoosh.

For a full minute, the hole inhaled the desert air, as if the structure beneath had been holding its breath for a thousand years.

Then, silence.

Elias pulled a glow-stick from his pack, snapped it until it glowed a bright chemical green, and dropped it into the hole.

He lay on his stomach and put his eye to the opening.

He expected to see a room. Maybe a tomb. Maybe a bunker.

He saw nothing.

The green light fell. And fell. And fell.

It tumbled down into a darkness so vast it felt like looking into space. The light spun, getting smaller and smaller, until it was just a tiny green star in a void.

"My god," Elias whispered. "It’s not a building."

He looked up at Kaelen, his face pale beneath the sunburn.

"It’s a city," Elias said. "The cavern is... it’s immense. That light fell for ten seconds and didn't hit the bottom."

"Elias," Kaelen said, his voice trembling. "Look at the tablet."

Elias scrambled up and grabbed the GPR tablet.

The screen was no longer showing static. It was pulsing. A rhythmic, red wave was emanating from the hole they had just drilled.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

It looked like a heartbeat.

"We triggered something," Kaelen said, backing away. "We woke it up."

The ground beneath their feet shifted. It wasn't an earthquake—it was a vibration, a low frequency hum that rattled the bones in their chests. The sand on the slopes of the pit began to slide down, trickling like water.

"Shut it down!" Elias yelled, though he didn't know what there was to shut down. "Cover the hole!"

"Sir!" the technician screamed, pointing at the drill rig.

The heavy steel tripod was magnetizing. The wrenches and loose bolts on the ground were lifting into the air, floating as if gravity had reversed. The drill bit began to glow, not from heat, but with a strange, pulsating blue light.

"Get out of the pit!" Kaelen roared at the workers. "Move! Move!"

Panic erupted. The workers scrambled up the shifting sand walls, dropping their tools. The heavy machinery—the excavator, the generators—began to groan as their metal frames twisted under an invisible magnetic force.

Elias couldn't move. He stared at the small hole in the black metal.

A beam of blue light shot out of it, straight up into the sky. It was thin, like a laser pointer, but it pierced the dust clouds and vanished into the atmosphere.

The hum grew louder. It became a roar.

DOOOOOM.

The sound was deep, ancient, and terrifying.

"Elias!" Kaelen grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. "We have to go! Now!"

Elias stumbled back, his eyes locked on the anomaly. "What have we done?"

"Run!"

They scrambled up the slope, clawing at the sand. The ground was shaking violently now. The massive excavator at the top of the pit tipped over, sliding down past them with a terrifying crash of steel, swallowed by the hole they had dug.

They reached the crest of the dune and tumbled over to the other side, rolling down the sand just as the world behind them turned white.

There was no fire. No explosion in the traditional sense.

Just a sudden, violent expansion of energy.

The shockwave hit them mid-roll. It didn't burn; it pushed. It felt like being hit by a wall of solid air. Elias was thrown twenty feet, landing hard on his ribs.

He gasped, spitting sand, and looked back.

A pillar of blue light, thick as a skyscraper, was rising from the desert floor. It pierced the clouds, scattering the twilight. The sand around the dig site was liquefying, draining away into a massive crater that was growing wider by the second.

The dig was gone. The equipment was gone.

And rising from the center of the crater, shedding the sand like a beast shaking off water, was the top of a dome.

It was black. It was sleek. And it was rising.

Elias watched in horror and awe as the ancient machine, buried for eons, announced its return to the world.

"The Weapon Beneath the Sands," he whispered, the words lost in the roaring wind.

Then, the second shockwave hit, and everything went black.
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THE SHOCKWAVE

The world did not go dark for long.

Dr. Elias Vance clawed his way back to consciousness through a haze of red dust and ringing silence. His body felt bruised, as if he had been tossed inside a washing machine filled with rocks. He spat out a mouthful of gritty sand and pushed himself up onto his elbows.

He was lying on the side of a dune, half-buried.

"Kaelen?" he croaked. The sound of his own voice seemed distant, muffled by the cotton-wool sensation in his ears.

There was no answer.

Elias blinked, trying to clear the grit from his eyes. He looked down the slope, back toward where the dig site—and the black metal anomaly—had been.

His breath caught in his throat.

The dig site was gone. The camp, the tents, the generators, the massive trucks—all of it had vanished.

In its place was a void.

The hole they had drilled was no longer the size of a soda can. The explosion—if that’s what it was—had not pushed outward with fire. It had pushed outward with force. It was a kinetic displacement, a bubble of pure energy that had shoved millions of tons of sand aside like a child sweeping marbles off a table.

A crater, perfectly circular and terrifyingly deep, now dominated the landscape. It was immense, easily three kilometers wide. The edges were razor-sharp, the sand fused into jagged glass by the friction of the blast.

And in the center of that crater, the air was shimmering.

Elias scrambled to his feet, ignoring the sharp pain in his ribs. He scanned the surrounding dunes. "Kaelen! Anyone!"

A hand burst out of the sand ten meters away.

Elias stumbled toward it, his boots sliding on the loose surface. He grabbed the hand—it was Kaelen’s, the heavy watch still on his wrist—and pulled.

Kaelen emerged, coughing violently, his face a mask of dust. He collapsed onto his knees, retching.

"The crew..." Kaelen gasped, wiping his eyes. "Where is the crew?"

Elias looked back at the crater. He saw the wreckage of the yellow excavator lying on its side at the bottom of the glass pit, looking like a discarded toy. It was twisted, crumpled into a ball of steel. Near it, the remains of the drilling rig were scattered like confetti.

"They didn't make it," Elias said, his voice hollow. "No one could have survived that."

But the desert wasn't finished.

The ground beneath their feet gave a sudden, sickening lurch. It wasn't the vibration of an engine this time. It was the feeling of a vacuum being created.

WHOOOOOM.

The sound came from the center of the crater. It was a low frequency pulse, so deep it vibrated the fillings in Elias's teeth.

"Look," Kaelen pointed, his hand shaking.

In the center of the crater, the air distorted. A ring of blue light, translucent and expanding, erupted from the ground. It moved fast—faster than a sandstorm, faster than a train. It was a physical wall of compressed air and energy.

"Shockwave!" Elias screamed. "Get down!"

He tackled Kaelen, driving them both flat against the sand just as the second pulse hit.

It passed over them with the force of a hurricane. The wind screamed, stripping the top layer of sand off the dunes and turning the air into a blinding abrasive sheet. Elias buried his face in his arms, feeling the pressure drop so sharply his ears popped painfully. The air was sucked out of his lungs.

For ten seconds, they couldn't breathe. The world was just wind and noise and the terror of suffocation.

Then, as quickly as it started, the wind died. The pressure normalized with a wet snap.

Elias gasped, inhaling the dry, dusty air. He rolled over, staring up at the sky.

The clouds above the crater had been punched open. A perfect circle of clear, dark blue sky was visible through the haze, as if God himself had poked a finger through the atmosphere.

"It’s not an explosion," Elias whispered, his mind racing to categorize what he was seeing. "Explosions are thermal. They create heat. This... this is gravitational. It’s pushing matter away."

Kaelen sat up, spitting blood. "We have to leave, Elias. We have to walk to the extraction point. The satellite phone—"

He reached for the device clipped to his belt. It was dead. The screen was cracked, but even worse, the plastic casing was warped, melted by some invisible radiation.

"EMP," Elias noted grimly. "That pulse fried everything electrical within five miles. The trucks won't start. The phones won't work."

"So we walk," Kaelen said, panic rising in his voice. "Agadez is three days away on foot. We have no water. The supplies were in the camp."

Elias didn't answer. He was staring at the crater again.

The dust was settling. And now, he could see what was happening inside the pit.

The sand at the bottom of the crater wasn't sitting still. It was moving. It was flowing like a liquid, swirling around a central point.

Something was rising.

"Elias, come on!" Kaelen grabbed his arm.

"Wait," Elias said, pulling free. He walked to the edge of the glass rim, looking down into the abyss. "Look at it."

The ground in the center of the crater began to bulge. The sand cascaded off it in massive waterfalls.

First, a spire appeared. A sharp, obsidian needle piercing the sky.
Then, a dome.
It was colossal. The sheer scale of it broke Elias’s brain. It was like watching a mountain grow out of the earth in real-time. The structure was black, segmented like the shell of a beetle, and covered in glowing blue veins that pulsed in rhythm with the heartbeat sound.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

As the dome rose, the sand around it collapsed further, widening the crater. The ground beneath Elias’s feet began to crack.

"The structural integrity of the dunes is failing," Elias realized. "It’s undermining the whole shelf."

A fissure opened up between Elias and Kaelen.

"Elias!" Kaelen screamed.

The edge of the crater gave way. A massive slab of sand and sandstone, the size of a football field, detached from the desert floor and began to slide down into the pit.

Elias was on it.

He scrambled backward, trying to jump the widening gap, but the sand crumbled under his boots. He fell onto his chest, his fingers clawing at the loose earth.

"Grab my hand!" Kaelen lunged forward, extending his arm across the breach.

Elias reached out. Their fingertips brushed—dry skin against dry skin.

But the slide was too fast. The slab tilted steeply, turning into a landslide.

"Go!" Elias shouted at Kaelen. "Get to the high ground!"

Kaelen hesitated, terror in his eyes, but the ground beneath him was crumbling too. He scrambled back, watching helplessly as Elias slid away.

Elias tumbled down the side of the crater. It was a terrifying ride. He was surrounded by an avalanche of sand, rocks, and debris. The world was a blur of brown and gold. He shielded his head, curling into a ball, praying he wouldn't hit the jagged glass at the bottom.

He fell for what felt like forever.

Then, the slide slowed. The sand leveled out. Elias came to a stop, buried up to his waist, coughing up dust.

He was alive.

He shook the dizziness from his head and looked up.

He was at the bottom of the crater. The walls of sand towered above him, three kilometers high, blocking out the sun. He was a speck in a giant bowl.

And directly in front of him, looming like a dark god, was the Fortress.

Up close, it was overwhelming. The black metal walls rose hundreds of meters into the air. They hummed with power. The surface wasn't smooth; it was etched with geometric patterns—circuitry that looked like hieroglyphs.

Elias pulled his legs free from the sand and stood up, swaying unsteadily. He was bruised, dehydrated, and alone. But the archaeologist in him couldn't help but marvel.

"It’s not just a city," he whispered to the silence. "It’s a machine."

He walked toward the base of the wall. The air here was charged with static electricity. The hair on his arms stood up.

As he approached, the blue light in the veins of the metal grew brighter. It sensed him.

A section of the wall, fifty feet high, began to dissolve. It didn't open like a door; the metal simply rearranged itself, thousands of tiny cubes shifting and turning to create an opening.

A hallway appeared. It was dark, cool, and silent.

Elias stood at the threshold. He knew he should be terrified. He knew he should be climbing the crater walls, trying to escape.

But the hum called to him. It was a siren song of knowledge, of history, of power.

He took a step forward.

From high above, on the rim of the crater, Kaelen watched the tiny figure of Elias Vance walk into the darkness of the alien structure.

"Don't do it, Elias," Kaelen whispered into the wind.

But Elias didn't stop. He crossed the threshold.

Behind him, the wall of cubes shifted again. The opening sealed shut. The black metal became seamless once more.

Dr. Elias Vance was gone.

And then, the ground shook for a third time.

From the top of the dome, a beam of pure white energy shot straight up. It hit the sky and spread outward, forming a canopy. A translucent, shimmering field began to descend, expanding outward from the crater's edge.

The Forcefield.

Kaelen scrambled backward as the energy field approached the rim. It touched a boulder near him. The rock didn't break; it simply ceased to exist, disintegrated into dust.

Kaelen turned and ran. He ran toward the endless desert, toward a horizon that seemed impossibly far away, while behind him, the Weapon Beneath the Sands began to swallow the world.
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THE FORTRESS REVEALS ITSELF

Kaelen ran until his legs felt like wood and his lungs tasted of iron.

He was not a soldier. He was a geologist. He was used to the slow, methodical pace of excavation, of brushing away dirt millimeter by millimeter. He was not built for a sprint against a catastrophe.

But fear was a powerful fuel.

Behind him, the sound of the world ending continued. It was a rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum, like the beating of a giant, mechanical heart. Every beat sent a vibration through the sand that rattled his bones.

He didn't look back. He knew that if he looked back, he would freeze. He would see the wall of blue energy eating the desert, and his brain would simply refuse to process it.

"Just reach the ridge," he gasped to himself. "Just... reach... the ridge."

The ridge was a jagged spine of sandstone rising out of the dunes about two kilometers from the crater’s edge. It was the only high ground for miles.

The air around him was changing. The intense dry heat of the Sahara was being replaced by a strange, static-charged cold. The hair on his arms stood up. Tiny sparks snapped between his fingers as he pumped his arms.

CRACK.

A bolt of dry lightning arced across the sky, purple and jagged, striking the sand fifty meters to his left.

The Fortress was creating its own weather.

Kaelen stumbled, his boot catching on a buried rock. He face-planted into the hot sand, the grit tearing at his cheek.

He lay there for a second, sobbing for breath. The urge to just stay there, to let the sand take him, was overwhelming.

Thrum.

The ground jumped.

Kaelen scrambled up, spitting sand. He looked back.

The energy field—the Dome—had expanded. It was no longer just covering the crater. It had swallowed the dunes where he and Elias had stood ten minutes ago.

It was a terrifying sight. The wall of energy was translucent blue, towering at least five hundred meters into the air. It didn't move like a cloud; it moved like a resizing digital image. It would hold steady for a few seconds, then surge forward fifty meters in a blink.

Anything the wall touched vanished.

Kaelen watched a cluster of acacia trees—survivors of the desert for decades—disintegrate. They didn't burn. They simply turned into grey dust and scattered into the wind.

"Move," he commanded his legs.

He forced himself into a run again. The sandstone ridge was close. He scrambled up the rocky slope, his fingernails tearing on the stone. He pulled himself up, ledge by ledge, until he collapsed onto the flat summit.

He was high up now. Safe? Maybe.

He crawled to the edge of the cliff and looked back.

For the first time, he saw the full scale of what they had awakened.

The dome was massive. It was a perfect hemisphere of shimmering energy, easily five kilometers wide now. It glowed against the stark yellow of the desert and the deep blue of the sky.

But it was what lay inside the dome that froze Kaelen’s blood.

The energy field was transparent enough to see through. Inside, the sand was gone. The crater had vanished. In its place stood a city of black metal.

It rose in tiers, like a dark wedding cake. Towers spiraled upward, connected by suspended bridges that defied gravity. Massive geometric shapes floated in the air around the central spire, rotating slowly. It looked like something grown, not built. A biomechanical nightmare.

And from the center of the structure, the primary beam of light shot straight up into the heavens, piercing the atmosphere.

"It’s not just a weapon," Kaelen whispered, pulling his knees to his chest. "It’s a fortress."

As he watched, the dome surged again. It stopped just at the foot of the sandstone ridge where Kaelen lay. The rock beneath him vibrated. The blue wall was so close he could hear it humming. It smelled of ozone and ancient dust.

It held there. Waiting.

The expansion had stopped. For now.

ESA Earth Observation Centre
Frascati, Italy
14:12 Local Time
The control room was usually a quiet place. It was filled with the soft hum of server cooling fans and the polite clicking of keyboards. The European Space Agency’s team monitoring the Sentinel-2 satellite network dealt mostly with crop yields, deforestation data, and ice shelf measurements.

Matteo Rossi was bored. He was sipping a lukewarm espresso, scrolling through the raw feed from Sentinel-2B as it completed its pass over North Africa.

"Cloud cover is minimal over the Sahel," he muttered into his headset, logging the metadata. "Thermal bands are normal. Albedo is... wait."

He stopped scrolling.

On his main monitor, a sector of the Nigerien desert blinked red.

"Glitch," he thought. "Sensor calibration error."

He typed a command to refresh the frame. The satellite was moving at 7 kilometers per second, so the angle changed slightly.

The red blotch didn't disappear. It got sharper.

"What is that?" Matteo leaned in, his nose almost touching the screen.

In the middle of the Tenere desert, where there should be nothing but sand and rock, there was a perfect black circle.

"Hey, Sarah?" Matteo called out, not taking his eyes off the screen. "Can you check the thermal feed on Sector 4-Alpha? I’m getting a weird artifact."

Sarah, a senior analyst, rolled her chair over. "Artifact? Like a lens flare?"

"No. Like a hole in the world."

She looked at his screen. She frowned. "That’s... that’s zero Kelvin. That spot is registering absolute zero. That’s impossible. The sensor must be broken."

"Switching to visual spectrum," Matteo said. His fingers flew across the keyboard.

The thermal map minimized, replaced by the high-resolution optical camera feed.

The espresso cup slipped from Matteo’s hand. It hit the floor, shattering, sending brown liquid splashing across the pristine white tiles.

Neither of them noticed.

On the screen, captured in crystal-clear 4K resolution from orbit, was the Dome.

It looked like a blue blister on the skin of the Earth. A shimmering, geometric anomaly surrounded by a halo of displaced sand.

"Is that... is that an explosion?" Sarah whispered.

"It’s stationary," Matteo said, his voice trembling. "It’s not expanding like a blast wave. It’s a structure."

"Zoom in."

Matteo zoomed. The image pixelated slightly, then sharpened as the software enhanced it. They could see the black spires inside. They could see the beam of light cutting up toward the satellite’s own position.

"It’s huge," Matteo said. "Scale reference... my God. That thing is three miles wide."

Suddenly, the screen flashed white.

"Signal lost!" Matteo yelled as static filled the monitor. "We lost the feed!"

"Did the satellite malfunction?"

"No," Matteo said, staring at the telemetry data scrolling rapidly on his side monitor. "The satellite didn't malfunction. It’s gone. It just went offline."

"What do you mean 'gone'?"

"I mean the telemetry stopped. Sentinel-2B is dead. Whatever that beam of light is... it just shot our bird out of the sky."

The room went silent. The other analysts were turning around now, sensing the panic.

Sarah stood up, her face pale. She hit the red button on her console—the one reserved for catastrophic events.

"Lock the doors," she ordered, her voice shaking but firm. "Get the Director. And get me a secure line to NATO Command in Naples. Right now."

"What do I tell them?" Matteo asked, staring at the static where the desert used to be.

"Tell them we are under attack."

The Ridge, Tenere Desert

Kaelen was still watching the dome when the sky screamed.

He looked up. High above, miles into the stratosphere, a streak of fire cut across the blue. It was debris—burning metal falling from orbit.

The satellite the Fortress had destroyed was raining down.

Kaelen didn't know what it was, only that the beam from the center of the city had swatted something out of space like a fly.

Then, the sand at the base of the ridge began to churn.

Kaelen crawled back from the edge. "No... no..."

From the sand, shapes began to emerge. They were not human. They were not vehicles.

They looked like crabs, but made of the same matte-black metal as the city. They were the size of cars. Their legs were sharp, multi-jointed spears that stabbed into the sand, pulling their heavy, armored bodies forward.

They were Guardians.

There were three of them. They pulled themselves out of the loose sand near the edge of the forcefield. They didn't seem to care about the dome; they passed right through the blue energy as if it wasn't there.

They were outside the perimeter.

Kaelen froze. He pressed himself flat against the sandstone, praying to every god he knew that he looked like a rock.

The machines stopped. Their heads—smooth, faceless domes—rotated. They were scanning.

A beam of red
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