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If hell had a data center, it would look like this: four stories underground, thick with burnt solder and the tang of armpit, the kind of place that wore its health code violations as a badge of honor. Quantum Entanglement Lab B at CalTech, otherwise known as Elena Reeves’ personal kingdom. At 3:37 in the bastard hours of morning, every LED was throbbing and half the postdocs were mainlining triple espresso just to keep up.

“Marcus, your latency is shit. Fix it!” Elena’s voice cut through the buzzsaw of fans and shouted arguments, equal parts command and threat. Even the room itself seemed to cower—stray ceiling panels shuddered with every stomp of her steel-toed boots. Dr. Elena Reeves: all nerve endings and nowhere to hide them.

Across the jungle gym of server racks, Marcus Chen hunched over a clipboard like it was a flotation device and he was two seconds from drowning. He didn’t look up. “Losing packets, main loop is jittering—”

“Then re-thread it!” Elena barked, before turning her attention to the next emergency. The servers—towering black coffins packed edge to edge—hummed with barely-contained violence. Between the racks, someone had left a Red Bull can in the worst possible spot: right on top of a fiber switch. A sin worse than murder, in this context.

Elena moved like she was always on the verge of flinging herself through a window, except down here you only had the thick, plexiglass portholes onto the experiment chamber. She stalked them, always checking, never trusting that things would run without her sticking a metaphorical cattle prod in their collective ass.

At the main console, Dr. Samantha Torres was wrist-deep in parameter hell. Her fingers danced the keyboard like a demolitionist playing a pipe organ—deliberate, ruthless, the kind of dexterity that came from years of telling machinery to go fuck itself. The light from the screens made the tattoos on her arms flicker and writhe.

“Torres, status?” Elena demanded, not looking away from the touchscreen in her hand, which screamed with angry red spikes.

“We’re at ninety-nine percent. If this goes up again, we’re going to cook the core. Just sayin’,” Torres replied, not even pausing in her tap-dance.

“That’s why you’re paid to keep it under,” Elena snapped, then scowled at the numbers. They had no right to be this high. She thumped the screen, like that ever did a goddamn thing. “Where’s our error?”

Marcus piped up, voice trembling. “Looks like a quantum bleed. It’s multiplying through the subspace buffer.”

Torres snorted. “Cute. So basically, we’re gonna pop a fuse in the fabric of reality and then what—call IT?”

The trio existed in a frayed ecosystem of desperate academia, old pizza boxes, and impossible grant deadlines. Every square inch was a minefield: bundles of fiber-optic spaghetti snaked across the floor; sticky notes colonized every vertical surface, many scrawled with threats or cat memes; the far corner was a dead zone of failed components, the tech version of an elephant graveyard.

Tonight, the experiment was supposed to be routine—a dry run, nothing but empty space on either side of the interface. They’d done it a hundred times before. But Elena didn’t trust the universe, or more precisely, she didn’t trust it to stay put when you kicked it hard enough.

So when the first tremor rolled through the lab, rattling every monitor on the south wall, Elena was already halfway to the kill switch.

That’s when the world lost its fucking mind.

The main experiment rig, a six-meter glass cylinder cocooned in a lattice of sensor wires, flared white-hot for half a second. Every monitor in the lab blinked to black, then rebooted to display the same thing: a single digit, “∞,” pulsing bright and mean.

A siren split the air. Not the nice, comforting “please evacuate in an orderly fashion” kind, but the sort that made you want to check if you’d already pissed yourself.

Torres slapped the main console’s emergency protocol. “Goddamnit—hard reset failed!”

Elena hit the override, slamming her palm onto the panel. Sparks leapt from the exposed junctions, lighting her hand with blue fire for an instant. “Fuck! Power levels are spiking off the charts!” she yelled, ducking away as a monitor behind her exploded in a rain of plastic.

Marcus, who’d never won a single fight against his own nervous system, clung to the server rack and watched the real-time data scroll into nonsense: numbers bleeding into letters, then into raw gibberish, and then a line that simply said “hello?”

Elena gritted her teeth. The lights flickered, went dead, then roared back brighter. Outside the porthole, the experiment cylinder seethed with energy, glass spider-webbing as raw force built up inside. The air turned sharp, like metal being torn in half.

For a moment, everything slowed. The readouts, the alarms, the universe itself, all holding its breath.

Then the entire center of the lab was erased.

It wasn’t subtle. No gentle fade, no soft unraveling. One moment there was air and cables and the faint outline of the experiment rig; the next, there was a hole. It was perfectly circular, rimmed with electric-blue arcs that hissed and spat, and at its heart floated a disk of writhing violet-black, fractal and alive, like it was growing new angles just to piss off Euclid personally.

Elena’s first reaction was, of course, to call it an asshole.

“Jesus motherfucking Christ,” Torres said, awestruck and clearly impressed.

The alarms died. Every bit of electronics went silent. Even the servers, which weren’t supposed to have an off switch short of a tactical nuke, fell dead as the city morgue at 3am. All that remained was the humming, hungry sound from the hole in the world.

Elena, breathing hard, stared at the thing as if it owed her money. “Did we just—?”

“Yes,” Marcus squeaked, barely above a whisper.

Torres, apparently not done with her tribute to the profanity gods, simply said, “Shit.”

The purple-black hole crackled, the arcs shifting from blue to something nastier—raw ultraviolet, colors that had no business existing outside a synesthesia convention. Around the perimeter, the scorched lab began to warp. Plastic curled inward, melting with a slow, deliberate squelch. Metal supports inched toward the singularity, a slow-motion car crash.

“Move!” Elena barked, and for once, everyone listened instantly. They scattered, diving behind workstations and support columns as the rift pulsed.

A loose tower of servers crashed to the ground, launching a hail of glass and metal. Torres rolled beneath a battered credenza and shouted, “The power’s still feeding it! We need to cut the main!” She pointed, and Elena followed her gaze to the giant breaker switch mounted on the wall across from the rift. The switch now sat maybe three meters from the event horizon and closing, the floor beneath it blistering into tar.

No time for hesitation. Elena ran. Every footfall stuck to the tile with melting glue. The heat was incredible, sweat instantly turning to steam on her skin. At the edge, she could feel her teeth vibrating with the raw energy, something like pain but worse—existential disapproval.

She leapt the last meter, slammed her fist into the breaker, and with a sound like tearing God’s bedsheet, the room went silent. The only light left was from the rift, now shrinking down to a fist-sized sphere.

Back at the console, Torres whooped. “Holy hell, you did it!”

But the sphere wasn’t done. It hovered, pulsing faster and faster, before erupting with one final, defiant screech. For a fraction of a second, every person in the room saw something through it: not a room, not a world, but a churning storm of impossible geometry and color that seared the mind just to glimpse.

Then the sphere collapsed, leaving only a smoking scorch mark and the dead silence of a lab that had just spent its last luck point.

Elena sank to the floor, the stink of ozone thick in her nose, and tried to think of something sufficiently blasphemous to mark the occasion.

Marcus, shell-shocked, finally let go of his clipboard, which fell to the ground and immediately caught fire. He stomped on it, like that would help. Torres crawled out, stared at her hands, and just started laughing. Hysterical, gasping, the sort of laugh that said: we have just seen God’s asshole, and it winked at us.

The three of them sat there, wild-eyed, as the sprinklers finally activated, dousing them in greasy gray water. Somewhere, a small, surviving server beeped a pitiful error tone.

Elena dragged herself to standing, surveyed the carnage, and grinned.

“Now we write up the report,” she said. “And then we do it again.”

If the universe had rules, the thing squatting in the center of the lab didn’t give a rat’s ass about any of them.

It pulsed, slow and wet and animal, throbbing out a purple glow that made every living thing in the room look dead. The lights overhead had surrendered, so now the only illumination was the rift itself, casting twitching shadows that refused to stay still even when you weren’t blinking.

Nobody moved for a solid thirty seconds. Elena stared, jaw set, hands flexing open and closed at her sides. Marcus hyperventilated behind an overturned workbench, sneaking glances through his fingers. Torres just stood there, half-soaked in sprinkler runoff, mesmerized by the not-light.

After a while, the air started up again—hissing, then humming, then vibrating with a bass note you felt more in your bones than in your ears. Every breath carried a punch of raw ozone, plus a hint of that hard-to-name scent, like an old CRT TV left on in a closet for a year. It was both terrifying and, in a way, perversely beautiful.

Torres, who had once dry-heaved at the sight of a dissected frog, took a full step toward the thing, her lips parted in wonder. “Holy shit,” she whispered, dragging out every syllable. “It’s alive.”

Marcus, not to be outdone in the department of losing his composure, scrabbled at the scorched remains of a tablet and started jabbing at it, praying it still worked. He poked, squinted, then thumped it with the heel of his palm. Miraculously, the screen flickered on. Data crawled in, numbers piling up and then shitting themselves at the next decimal place.

“Elena,” Marcus called, not caring that his voice cracked, “I’m seeing numbers here that don’t even exist. The field intensity’s—”

“Negative Planck,” she finished for him, as if it was just another day in theoretical physics.

“Yeah, negative. That’s not possible, right?”

“Not with your attitude,” Torres said, eyes never leaving the portal.

The rift, as if responding to the attention, pulsed faster. Its skin—if you could call it that—formed crags and ridges, each moment growing more complex, like it was adding new rules just to show off. Now and then it spat tiny arcs of white light, which stuck to the ruined equipment and sizzled until they burnt out. At one point, a twist of wire on the floor near the rift levitated an inch off the ground and hung there, trembling.

Elena rolled her shoulders, spat water onto the floor, and strode over to the emergency supply locker. She yanked out a Geiger counter, a thermal scanner, and an old-fashioned, physical tape recorder. She handed the recorder to Marcus, the scanner to Torres, and kept the counter for herself.

“Torres, log thermal spikes every five seconds. Marcus, voice log everything. I’ll sweep for radiation.” She said all of it flat, like they were prepping a barbecue.

Torres grinned. “Hell yes, boss.”

The closer they got, the weirder the readings. The Geiger counter made the kind of staccato noise that suggested you’d be better off swallowing a uranium bar than sticking around for long. Torres’s thermal cam flashed white, then black, then cycled through colors she didn’t even know were on the menu. Marcus, ever the skeptic, kept poking at the data, trying to get something consistent. No dice.

“What’s it doing?” Torres asked, peering into the cam’s screen. “It’s getting colder, but also... brighter? Can you get negative Kelvin?”

Elena snorted. “Only if you believe in time travel.”

Marcus was sweating so hard his glasses slipped down his nose every time he looked up. “We need to call this in. Like, right now. The university, the board—hell, the CDC if it makes you feel better.”

Elena glanced at him, sharp and dangerous. “And let them take it from us?”

Marcus braced himself, but she didn’t bite his head off. Instead, she turned back to the portal and took a single, deliberate step forward, crossing into the purple glow. It should’ve looked heroic, or at least a little inspiring. Instead, it just looked fucking insane.

The Geiger counter howled in her hand, needle slamming up against the maximum. She made a show of ignoring it. “Torres, you seeing anything on the edge?”

Torres blinked. “It’s... alive. I mean, the temp is jumping but the outline keeps shifting. There are patterns in there. Like... a heartbeat, kind of.”

Marcus piped up, “It’s resonating. Matching us, maybe? Look, every time one of us talks, there’s a spike in the readings.” He pointed at the squiggly line on his tablet, which now read something that looked suspiciously like Morse code.

“Let’s test it,” Elena said. She squared her shoulders and shouted: “HEY!”

The rift immediately responded, a ripple of light and shadow radiating out from its center. Around the circumference, the color shifted, deepening to something like royal blue and then snapping back to the original purple-black. In the silence that followed, every hair on Marcus’s arms stood up.

“See?” Elena grinned, feral. “It’s interactive.”

“Or it’s hungry,” Torres offered.

“That’s why we feed it data,” Elena said. She pivoted on her heel and faced Marcus, who was now shaking visibly. “Log the sequence. If it’s intelligent, it’ll respond to patterns.”

He hesitated. “Shouldn’t we at least isolate the lab? Lock down, call for containment—”

“Containment doesn’t work when you’ve already popped the champagne, Marcus.” She stalked back over to the ruined main console and started flipping switches at random, seeing which ones the rift gave a damn about. “If we let anyone else in, we’re just the schmucks who lost their Nobel to the military. Or worse, to tech bros in a Palo Alto startup.”

Torres, now emboldened, crept closer to the rift with her scanner, waving it in small, tight arcs. Every time she got too close, the screen pixelated, as if the rift didn’t want its secrets shown off just yet. She smirked. “Shy little bastard, aren’t you?”

“Ask it out to dinner first,” Elena quipped. She pulled a cable from the back of the console and threw it into the edge of the rift. There was a wet plop, and the cable vanished at the surface. She waited. Ten seconds later, a different cable dropped out from the rift—same gauge, same length, but it looked chewed. The copper inside was braided into a Mobius strip.

Marcus’s jaw unhinged. “What the fuck.”

“It’s non-linear,” Elena said. “Maybe recursive. It wants us to know it’s not just some dumb singularity.”

Torres stared at the cable, then at Elena, then at the rift. “What do we do with it?”

Elena tapped her chin, then said: “We see what happens when we send something living.”

All three went silent.

“No way,” Marcus stammered. “That’s not—”

“Relax, we’ll start with lab rats.” She headed for the animal holding fridge, barely more than a dorm mini-fridge with three white mice inside. She grabbed one by the tail and, with a quick, practiced motion, slotted it into the plexiglass transfer tube they used for the quantum transfer experiments.

“Ready?” Elena asked. She didn’t wait for an answer.

The mouse, to its credit, didn’t make a sound as the tube rolled it right up to the rift. When the mouse’s nose touched the event horizon, the rift flashed green, then red, then snapped back to purple. The mouse didn’t explode, didn’t melt, didn’t even seem all that upset. It just walked right through.

On the other side, for a split second, they all saw a field of something—not quite grass, not quite moss, but living, shifting, almost pixelated. The mouse started to run, and then it was gone, swallowed by the color.

Torres whooped again. “Hot damn! Still alive!”

Elena squinted at the after-image. “It’s a window, not a wall.” She touched the surface of the rift with the back of her hand, keeping her fingers balled up in a fist. It was cold, so cold it burned, but her skin didn’t come off.

She pulled her hand back. “If we’re lucky, that’s just a pocket dimension.”

“If we’re unlucky?” Marcus managed.

“It’s a wetware bug zapper and we’re the flies.”

For a while, no one said anything.

Finally, Torres broke the silence. “So what now?”

Elena’s smile was mean and satisfied, the kind of smile that said nothing in her life had ever felt this good. “We map it. We poke it. We see if it gets bored and goes away. But whatever happens, we do it first and we do it together.”

Marcus, for once, looked almost convinced. He wiped his glasses, straightened his shirt, and did his best to not puke.

Torres took out her phone and snapped a picture of the rift. The flash made it pulse again, brighter than ever, as if it was just waiting for its close-up.

Elena walked up to the very edge, leaned in, and said, “You want to know what’s on the other side, right?”

The rift, with what felt like genuine anticipation, shivered in response.

So did they all.

They circled the rift with all the caution of zookeepers who’d just been told their new exhibit was a grenade with fangs. Elena stalked it, scanner in hand, every step triggering a higher pitch from the device’s beeper. Torres swept in behind, one eye on the rift, the other on her phone’s thermal cam, while Marcus scuttled in the opposite direction, arms full of sensors and duct tape.

“Stop there,” Elena commanded, voice low but firm. “I want overlapping triangulation on all three axes.” She aimed the scanner at the rift’s edge and watched the waveform on the display go full Picasso. “Damn thing’s got more quantum signature than a black hole with an inferiority complex.”

Marcus, uncharacteristically steady now that science had replaced panic, planted a line of magnetometers just outside the rift’s perimeter. “Electromagnetic field is off the charts. The reading is...” He squinted at his tablet, wiped at his fogging glasses, then blinked. “It’s fractal? It’s nesting in on itself, like a Russian doll that hates the observer.”

Torres grunted, waving a hand at the event horizon. “Check this out.” She wiggled her fingers close to the edge, careful not to touch. The light bent, slithering around her hand and warping the shadow until it stretched across the entire lab wall like the world’s least comforting hand puppet.

“Jesus, it’s lensing space-time,” Marcus breathed.

Elena ignored them, too busy dialing through the scanner’s settings. “What’s the EM flux doing?”

“Spiking,” Marcus said, fingers flying. “Every time someone moves, it echoes. Like it’s copying us, or trying to keep up.”

Torres eyed the rift. “Maybe it’s lonely.”

Elena snorted. “Or maybe it’s hunting. Everything in physics eats something. What’s to say this doesn’t want a snack?”

They all mulled that over. The portal didn’t help, pulsing with a rhythm that felt less like a heartbeat and more like a countdown.

Elena inched forward, scanner outstretched. The display lit up, every pixel maxed, the beeping now so fast it was just a whine. She pulled back, the whine receded. She tried again, slow, careful, measuring the exact distance at which the world fell apart.

“Three point seven centimeters,” she announced. “Anything closer and the readings go white-hot.” She frowned at the display. “But that’s not the real story. Look at this.” She tapped the scanner’s data output to the lab’s central monitor—one of the few still working. The screen showed a time-stamped feed of the quantum signature. Every few seconds, the data reset to zero, only to ramp up again with the exact same curve, the exact same slope, every single time.

Torres caught it first. “It’s repeating. Not like a pulse, but a recording.”

Marcus gasped. “Feedback loop. It’s using our input to shape its output.”

“Then it’s not just alive,” Torres said, grinning like she’d just found a cockroach in her ex’s cereal, “it’s learning.”

Elena’s mouth twisted into something between a smile and a sneer. “So let’s teach it something new.”

She reached for the bench, picked up a metal ruler, and flipped it at the event horizon with a flick of her wrist. The ruler hit the surface and, for a microsecond, paused—humming as the light bent and then snapped—before it zipped through with a crackle and vanished.

On the other side, the rift spat back something shiny: the same ruler, now inscribed along its length with a jagged, laser-etched line, repeating “HELLO” over and over, in perfect block capitals.

Torres whooped. “Damn, I like this thing.”

Marcus was already halfway to the wall, grabbing a whiteboard and a marker. “I’m going to try Morse. If it wants data, I’ll give it data.”

He scribbled out a sequence, then held it up for the rift to see. The portal responded instantly, flashing a strobing pattern back at them, matching Marcus’s code beat-for-beat.

Torres nearly lost her mind. “It’s communicating! We’ve got a literal first contact!”

Elena felt something in her chest, a sensation halfway between dread and giddy thrill. “We need to document everything.” She reached into her jacket and pulled out the battered digital camera, snapped a shot, then another, never minding the way the flash made the rift shudder with every burst.

Torres’s hands were shaking as she lined up a video. “Smile, boss. We’re making history.”

Elena gave the rift a wolfish grin. “Say cheese,” she muttered, and hit record.

For several minutes, they pushed the experiment—more objects in, more messages, more careful measurements. The rift responded each time, getting quicker, more complex, its internal storm morphing into crystalline patterns that hovered at the threshold of sense and madness.

“Whoever’s on the other side,” Marcus said, hunched over his live feed, “they’re cranking out information like it’s a drug.”

Elena stared, barely blinking. The light from the portal made her skin look alien, her eyes lit from within. “We’re not just watching. We’re being watched.”

Torres, catching Elena’s gaze, nodded once. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“That it wants us to go through?” Elena asked, dry as ever.

Torres smirked. “Pretty much.”

Marcus, who hadn’t yet convinced himself this wasn’t all a fever dream, gave the rift a cautious glance. “It’s safe, relatively speaking. The mouse survived. I can build a biosuit.”

Elena was already unslinging the supply vest from the locker, strapping in with practiced efficiency. “No time for overengineering,” she said. “We go in with what we’ve got, and we go now.”

Torres didn’t need convincing. She yanked the closest GoPro from its charger, rubber-banded it to a battered miner’s helmet, and slapped it onto her head. “If it turns me inside out, at least get my good side,” she quipped.

Marcus tried, and failed, to assemble a proper kit. In the end he just stuffed as many recorders and sensor sticks as he could fit in a milk crate, duct-taped it shut, and hoisted it like a shield.

They stood before the rift, a trio of sweaty, half-fried scientists, all cracked grins and adrenaline. The rift sensed their approach, thrumming in time with Elena’s heartbeat, which she could now feel in her teeth.

Elena reached out, stopped just shy of the event horizon. The air vibrated, impossibly cold and dense, every nerve in her hand buzzing with what felt like static and possibility. She glanced over her shoulder at the others.

“Document everything,” she repeated, voice steady. “And if something on the other side tries to eat you, bite first.”

Torres snickered, but her smile was genuine. “Hell of a last words speech, boss.”

Marcus, eyes wide and shining, just nodded.

Elena closed her hand into a fist, and with all the reckless pride of a true scientist, punched through the rift.

It didn’t resist. It didn’t tear her apart. Instead, the portal flexed around her like she was poking through a soap bubble. For one heartbeat she saw everything: infinite tunnels spiraling, universes collapsing and budding off, a field of mice building a civilization out of chewed cables and ruler fragments.

And then she was through.

Torres whooped and followed. Marcus, swallowing his fear, jumped in after.

The rift pulsed behind them, brighter than ever, as if delighted at having made some new friends.

The lab, left empty and smoking, echoed with the aftershocks of their laughter, and the faintest impression—burnt into the ruined wall—of three scientists, walking into the impossible.
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​Chapter 2: Crossing the Threshold
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In the smoky aftermath of the apocalypse they’d just whipped up, the three scientists crouched behind the blasted lab benches like castaways prepping a last-ditch raft. Elena snapped open the fastenings on her equipment vest—stitched together from five different military suppliers and a few bits of Home Depot—and systematically packed its pouches: two loggers, a Geiger brick, the backup radiation tags (stolen from the nuclear med department), a set of thickfield lens goggles, and enough lithium-iron batteries to power a small dictatorship. She kept her hands steady, but her pupils were so dilated she looked one Xanax away from eating the face off whoever interrupted.

She ran the checklist out loud, voice clipped and ice-slick: “Thermal reader, dosimeter, field recorder, chemical swabs. Torres, you're on perimeter comms. Marcus, data slaving on the pack.”

Marcus was up to his eyebrows in a squirming heap of HDMI, sensor leads, and zip ties. His phone, set to battery-saver mode, was rubber-banded to a cheap aluminum clipboard with a sticky note that read “PRAYER CIRCLE—IN PROGRESS.” His lips moved as he muttered battery percentages and cable diagnostics, his hands trembling so hard the tape peeled unevenly.

Torres (Samantha to HR, Sammy to her enemies) duct-taped a GoPro to the top of her miner’s helmet, then attached a second one—off-brand, Chinese, blinking an epileptic’s rave of red and green—for rear-view. She held up her arms and struck a bodybuilding pose for nobody, the tattoos on her forearms flexing to “ABANDON ALL HOPE” as she grinned at Elena.

“Let the record show,” Torres said, aiming her voice at the nearest ceiling camera, “that I’m doing this under formal protest and also expect a statue if I die.”

“Keep dreaming, you’ll be lucky to get a recycling bin named after you,” Marcus said, trying to wrangle a rat’s nest of quantum interference cable into something that didn’t look like avant-garde macramé.

Elena ignored them, intent on the last stages of calibration. The lab was silent except for the clockwork chirp of instruments and the low, animal whine of the rift. The portal itself—no better word, really—hovered in the gutted center of the room, a bastard offspring of neon blue and black light, ringed with splinters of glass and ceiling tile shrapnel. It pulsed, a little faster now, in time with Torres’s nervous foot-tapping.

“Here’s a thought,” Torres piped up, peeling open a fresh pack of glow sticks and cracking one for effect. “What if this is just a fancy oven, and we’re about to get roasted?”

“That’s why I brought seasoning,” Marcus said, with a weak half-smile. The joke died on arrival.

Elena finished packing the vest, cinched the straps, and then—out of nowhere—laughed. Just one sharp exhale, more bark than amusement. “You’re all acting like you’ve never broken the laws of physics before.”

“Sure, but last time it didn’t look like Satan’s hot tub,” Torres said, shaking the glow stick at the rift, which absorbed the extra light and spat back an angry greenish flare.

Marcus’s voice cracked as he read through his checklist. “Logging at one-second intervals. Redundant audio. Dual thermal, as requested. Uh, Elena, you want the backup GoPro?”

“Stick it on my left hip,” she said, lifting the flap. “If I get disemboweled, maybe we’ll get some decent B-roll.”

Torres snorted and did as ordered, then stepped back, surveying Elena with a strange mixture of respect and envy. “You ready to meet God?”

Elena flexed her gloved fingers. “I already met him once. He owed me a favor.”

She gave the rift a long, hard look. It responded, as always, with indifference and the occasional snap of UV. Closer to the surface, you could see patterns inside—veins of purple threading through darker void, shot through with tiny, blinking pinpricks of white. Once, she thought she saw a shape—a hand?—but then it folded back in on itself, more fractal than anatomical.

Marcus cleared his throat. “Okay, so, uh. Protocol. We enter in single file, keep a visual, constant comms. If we see—” he hesitated, staring at the undulating surface “—if we see anything, we document. No hero shit. Just collect and return. Ten minutes, then we bail.”

“Ten minutes?” Torres made a face. “Not even enough time to leave a hate comment.”

Elena shouldered her pack and stood up. Static electricity sizzled through the air; every step toward the rift raised a little more hair on her arms and made the metal eyelets on her boots spark against the melted linoleum. The temperature dropped hard: not quite walk-in freezer, but close enough to make her breath condense.

Marcus fumbled for a cable, hands shaking, and said, “You know, last night I was watching a documentary on ancient Mayan sacrifices and—”

“—and it was less suicidal than this?” Torres supplied, walking backwards as she filmed the approach. “Don’t worry, Marcus. If we die in there, I’m haunting both your asses.”

Elena looked back over her shoulder, a dry, lethal smile cutting through the cold. “Just keep recording until the bitter end.”

They closed in on the portal. It wasn’t so much a door as it was a tumor in reality, bulging and receding, spitting out arcs of color that burned afterimages on the retina. Up close, it made a sound—a language made entirely of growling consonants, but so low and massive it felt more like a pressure on the teeth than an actual noise.

“Check audio,” Elena said, her voice suddenly hard to hear over the bone-rattling hum.

“Audio’s at max,” Marcus called. “It’s, uh, actually hitting peak. I’ve got backup if—” He never finished; the words evaporated in the distortion.

Torres edged closer, practically nose-to-event-horizon, her helmet light bouncing off the quantum foam. “For the record: ‘shit, I wish I’d written my will.’”

Elena set her jaw. “Okay. On my mark.”

Three steps from the rim, the world’s colors shifted. Not the fake Instagram filter kind, but a real, physical bending, where blue bled to black and every shadow crawled toward the portal. Elena locked eyes with Torres, then with Marcus. No going back.

“One,” she said.

“Two,” Torres added, saluting with the glow stick.

Marcus squeezed his eyes shut. “Three—”

Elena stepped forward. The membrane gave, cold as liquid nitrogen, then parted with a wet, sucking sound. Her foot went numb for a split second; then she was through, swallowed whole.

Torres followed, a war whoop echoing behind her.

Marcus, clutching the cable bundle like it was a toddler, leapt after, face frozen in a scream that didn’t quite make it out of his throat.

The portal folded shut, and the lab’s alarms cut out, and there was nothing left but the lingering stink of ozone and the scorch of their passage, already fading like the memory of a good, hard punch.

The first sensation was cold—a mean, honest cold, the sort that knifed up through the soles of your boots and into the root of your spine. It was at least twenty degrees down from the lab, enough to make Elena’s lungs rebel with the first breath. Then came the pins-and-needles, like walking out of an MRI scanner right into a wind tunnel. Her hands vanished at the wrist into fog, or what looked like fog, except it held her up instead of swallowing her.

The afterimage of the rift hung in her retinas for three seconds before she got her eyes to adjust. Then, all hell broke loose.

It was a cathedral built by organisms who’d never heard of stone. The “floor,” such as it was, was a seething blanket of vapor that didn’t so much flow as pulse, rhythmically, in time with Elena’s heartbeat. She checked her pulse twice to make sure she hadn’t just had a stroke. Above them, the sky—or the concept of “up”—was jammed full of columns, each a mile thick and rising into black infinity. Opal-skinned, semi-lucid, sweating long ropes of glowing jelly down to the ground. Some of them met the fog, some just hovered and leaked. In the air, or what passed for air, notes hung: a choral drone of voices, not quite in any human register, layered and slippery, like someone had fed the Vienna Boys’ Choir through a time dilation pedal and let it rip.

The shock of arrival lasted a hot second. Then her nerves started relaying messages again, and she heard Torres’s helmet cam snap off its catch and clatter to the mist-blanket.

Torres herself was already up on one knee, gaping, her pupils saucered and her jaw at half-mast. “Did we—are we—fuck. I mean. Holy shit.”

Marcus appeared next, his hair staticked into a comical, vertical brush. He blinked, glanced down at his own feet, then up at the columns. Then he started hyperventilating.

Elena held up a hand, flexed it in the cold, and wiggled her fingers. They still worked. She tried a step. It landed; the fog was solid, but only in a “don’t ask questions” kind of way. It supported her, but flexed, and sent out faint pressure waves where she touched.

The equipment fared worse. The first thing she noticed was the Geiger, which had started at zero and was now clicking so fast it sounded like bacon on a grill. Torres’s rear cam rebooted and immediately began streaming noise: blocks of impossible color, flickering to a new palette every second. Marcus’s audio gear glowed red, the meters topping out and then looping back around.

“Is anyone—” Elena coughed, throat burning with the dry cold, “—still recording?”

Marcus thumbed the tablet. It glitched, then seemed to work. “All active, I think. It’s... it’s logging. Maybe. This isn’t real data. These numbers don’t exist.”

Torres grabbed her cam off the ground, flicked it back on, and pointed it at the nearest column. “If we get back and show this to anyone, they’re gonna stick us in a psych ward.”

“If we get back and don’t show it, then I’ll kill you both myself,” Elena said. Her voice was low and steady, but she had to lock her knees to keep from trembling. The majesty of it—the pure, unfuckable weirdness—would have been paralyzing if not for the urge to prove it was really there. She pulled out her first field logger, flipped the cover, and aimed the sensor at the floating ropes of light overhead.

The logger spat out a result so nonsensical that even Elena, seasoned in mathematical agony, needed a moment to process. “Negative temperature, one hundred thirty K. That’s not possible.”

Marcus, who was now running simultaneous data sweeps, checked the screen and blanched. “It’s colder than absolute zero. That’s—it’s—”

Torres, ever helpful, cut in. “Maybe it’s measuring in Opposite Day units.”

Elena gritted her teeth. The air kept up a constant pressure, an undertone of music so thick it made her want to grind her molars. She heard Marcus muttering, “No one’s ever seen this. No one. No one.” She considered smacking him, but instead focused on the columns, counting how many were in line of sight. Eight, maybe twelve, and that was just in the immediate area. Each one was different: one faceted like a jewel, another oozing liquid, a third pitted and scabbed as if it was in a losing war against its own growth.

She took careful, deliberate steps toward the nearest column. With every meter, the “floor” rippled underfoot, and once she had to stop as her right boot got stuck for a half-second, like stepping in caramel. She forced herself onward, every movement a dare.

Torres followed at a slight distance, cameras trained on the boss and everything else. Marcus lagged, narrating a series of stats that grew more unhinged with every line. “Light is in the negative index, it’s bending backwards. The air is thicker than liquid argon but I’m not suffocating. The chorus—there’s harmonic structure in the audio. That’s... that’s not random.”

“Record it,” Elena barked, keeping her focus dead ahead. The nearest column glistened. It looked soft, almost wet, and radiated a gentle haze. She reached out, keeping her gloves on, and tried a cautious tap.

The surface wasn’t slimy. It was membrane, taut as a trampoline, the outermost layer transparent so she could see the next six centimeters of dense, shifting liquid underneath. For a fraction of a second, it sucked her finger inward, then spat it out. No pain, just a shock of chill.

She pulled her hand back, holding it up for the others. “It’s like a cell. A giant, fuck-off cell wall. Anyone got a scalpel?”

Marcus did, though it took him a few seconds to realize it. He came up, handed the utility knife over, and kept his hands rigidly at his sides as Elena pressed the blade to the membrane and tried a slow, deliberate slice.

At first, nothing. Then, as if it noticed, the membrane flexed away from the blade, warping and growing a pocket under the pressure. When she released, it snapped back to smooth, with no sign of the cut.

Torres stepped closer, shaking her head. “It’s adaptive. Even the walls are smarter than we are.”

“That’s been true since we got our PhDs,” Marcus said, voice faint.

Elena tried again, this time a quick jab. The column shivered, spat out a jet of blue vapor, and then reset. The fog at their feet lapped it up like a thirsty animal.

Torres’s hands shook as she filmed. “Boss, I know I said I wanted to see something no one else ever did, but—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Elena cut her off. “We’re documenting, not sightseeing.”

They spent the next four minutes testing. Throwing small things at the columns, running swabs over the membrane, trying to catch samples of the drifting tendrils. Each experiment made the columns shift, sometimes coiling in on themselves, sometimes leaking little globules of color that drifted away before vanishing.

The music in the air started to modulate. Less choral now, more a sharp, high whine, as if the world was aware of their efforts and not happy about it.

Torres checked her wrist, found it goosebumped under two layers of synthetic. “Anyone else hear that?”

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “Frequency is rising. We might want to step back.”

Elena hated to admit it, but he was right. The column had grown a new protuberance, about fist-sized, which tracked her every move. When she tried to circle it, the lump followed, never blinking, never looking away.

She looked up, at the endless tops of the columns, and realized they all bent, ever so slightly, toward where she stood.

“Pull back,” she said, low and urgent.

Torres stepped away. Marcus started to, then tripped on the soft fog, tumbling ass over elbows. The impact sent a ripple through the “floor,” and for a brief second, the columns all tensed.

But then, just as quickly, the music dropped back to its old, warm drone, and the tension eased.

“Did we piss it off?” Torres said, eyes wide.

“No,” Elena said. “I think we just woke it up.”

They regrouped, dusted themselves off, and reset the equipment. The data was still nonsense, but at least it was new nonsense. Torres’s cameras were still working, albeit every frame looked like it was shot on a bad acid trip.

Elena breathed, slow and careful, and felt the rush of cold air anchor her to the now.

“Next phase,” she said, voice scratchy but solid. “We document everything. We move, and we see how much this place wants us to see.”

And then, because the choral noise grew a shade louder, she added, “No one splits off. We do this together.”

They advanced as a unit, shuffling through the impossible, bearing witness, eyes open and rolling.

Past the ring of columns, the world opened up in layers: terraces and arches suspended in nothing, rolling banks of cloud, and a vertical city of light-spun architecture that made every cathedral on earth look like a Lego set knocked together by a blind five-year-old. The deeper they went, the colder it got—no frost, just that dry, high-altitude cold that made your lungs whistle and your brain start to loop.

It didn’t take long to spot the first “angel.”

They didn’t descend from above. They were just there, drifting in ones and twos between the columns, pale silhouettes made of knotted cord and wavering haze. Their bodies weren’t solid so much as stubborn: loosely humanoid, two meters tall, with faces like a bundle of glowing wires straining to remember how a face was supposed to look. They gave off their own light, but not evenly—sometimes the radiance knotted up in their chests, sometimes it flickered at the fingertips. Even so, in the endless, shifting illumination, the angels cast zero shadow. None.

Torres, who’d grown up with more Saints cards than Pokémon, saw them first and nearly dropped her cam. “Tell me someone else is seeing that.”

“Recording,” Marcus said automatically, but his voice had been sandblasted down to a monotone. The GoPro caught the angels’ shimmer, but the data kept flipping to grayscale, then inverting, then glitching out entirely. Torres tried to pan for a better shot, but every time she moved, the figures seemed to slip just out of frame, as if the universe wanted to keep its nudist choir invisible.

Elena stepped forward, recorder out. She switched to voice log, a habit drilled deep in grad school, and started her observation: “Approximately two meters. Bipedal. Radiates ultraviolet and above. No visible respiration. Movement is fluid but non-random—appears to scan, or sense, environment.”

One of the angels glided by, close enough to touch. It had a face, sort of, but it was always in the process of becoming something else. A woman’s jawline one second, then a man’s brow, then a baby’s bald, wide-eyed stare. The faces ran together like watercolor in the rain.

Elena, heart thumping, held up her gloved hand. The angel stopped. Not abruptly—it just eased out of its trajectory and hovered in place, facing her. Its “eyes,” a pair of faintly brighter knots, flared.

“Careful,” Marcus hissed.

“It’s not dangerous,” Torres said, eyes glued to the camera. “It’s just... looking.”

Elena extended her hand, inches away from the angel’s center. The being seemed to pulse, then slowly mirrored her gesture. Its hand, if you could call it that, matched hers finger-for-finger, separated only by the thinnest possible air.

Static crackled through Elena’s suit. Her skin went gooseflesh.

“Temperature reading?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the thing.

“Ambient, minus thirty-eight Celsius,” Marcus said, after squinting at the thermal cam. “But where you’re standing, there’s a spike. It’s—hang on—yeah, it’s warm, right in the palm.”

Torres was the first to laugh. “They’re friendly.”

Elena smiled in spite of herself. “Not exactly. They’re just curious.”

The angel let its hand fall, then drifted away, arms loose and wings—if those were wings—trailing clouds of filament. It vanished into the next colonnade.

The team went after it, emboldened.

The deeper they pushed, the denser the population became. Dozens of angels, sometimes more, all floating or walking or just parked in clusters, ignoring the humans or, at best, giving them the same half-bored, half-fascinated look a zoologist gives monkeys at the glass.

Torres lost her shit when two angels passed straight through each other like holograms, neither breaking stride. “They’re not even solid! Look!”

Marcus, clinging to his ever-crashing tablet, mumbled, “But they’re there. I mean, they occupy space, even if they don’t... obey it.”

“Like virtual particles,” Elena said. She narrated for the tape: “Subjects overlap, no observed collision or mutual interference. Are likely not composed of ordinary matter. Energy signature climbing as we approach core.” She glanced up. “Everyone okay?”

Torres gave a shaky thumbs-up, jaw set. “Just cold. And... the singing is getting louder.”

She wasn’t wrong. The closer they got to the center, the more the choral undercurrent dominated. It was still more vibration than sound, but it seeped in through your pores, saturated your bones, made it impossible to think for more than a few seconds before the music rose up and pried loose the thought.

The motes of light thickened. They drifted in organized swarms, sometimes flowing over and around the angels, sometimes clustering in patterns that looked suspiciously like equations—fractals, graphs, self-similar spirals. Elena, whose ability to spot a hidden data structure was legendary, started blurting out equations under her breath: “Phi spiral. No, binary star formation. Wait, that’s a goddamn neural net!”

“Say that again?” Torres called out, not sure she heard right.

“These light motes,” Elena barked, “they’re... they’re running computation! Not in code. In physical form!” She reached out, and one of the clusters altered course, rearranging itself in response to her gesture. She moved her finger. The spiral followed.

Marcus had to brace himself against a column to keep upright. “We’re inside a computer? Like, the angels run the place, or it’s running them?”

Torres shuddered. “You think it’s one big simulation?”

Elena shook her head. “Not simulated. Enacted. Like, this is what a universe looks like when it’s designed for process instead of stasis.”

Torres’s next footage was a perfect money shot: three angels merging, spinning around each other, and then splitting out again into five, each new form just a little sharper, a little more distinct. The motes followed, filling in gaps, outlining the changes in light.

“Holy hell,” Torres said, voice barely audible over the music. “They’re breeding.”

Marcus made a face. “I don’t want to think about angel sex right now.”

“Then you’re a liar,” Torres shot back.

The banter, thin as it was, kept them anchored to themselves. The environment didn’t help: the further they advanced, the more the visual rules broke down. Distance went rubbery. Sometimes the next column was a ten-second walk away, sometimes they seemed to step for minutes and get no closer. The floor undulated. Once, Marcus put his foot down and found nothing but vacuum for a solid half-second before a new patch of “ground” grew up under him.

The team learned to keep in close physical contact—if not literal handholding, then at least always within a body’s reach. Torres snapped at Marcus when he drifted off. Elena grabbed both by the collar more than once. The angels never touched, but they always circled, observing with an impassive, tender patience.

Sometimes, the angels sang along.

Torres heard it first: “Hey, the music is matching our steps. Listen!” She stomped, and the choral line jumped in pitch and volume. Marcus coughed; the noise echoed back, one octave up. Elena tried humming, and within two bars, the whole sonic fabric wrapped around her melody.

“It’s call and response,” Elena said, grinning for real now. “It wants us to join in.”

“Fuck that,” Marcus said, but even he was tapping his foot.

The documentation became more feverish, more frantic. Elena dictated everything, even when the tape chewed up and reset itself every three minutes. Marcus’s sensor logs devolved to verbal alone: “For the record, all meters are pegged. Electromagnetic is infinite. Audio is—oh, fuck, it’s melting the mic. Torres, you getting this?”

Torres was, sort of. Her GoPro lens fogged up and cleared every few seconds, creating an almost animated series of their journey. The footage didn’t match what she saw—angles were off, time didn’t always line up, and sometimes the shots included the three of them at impossible distances or captured after-images of the angels passing by in multiples.

“Either this place is running loops, or we’re hallucinating,” Torres said. “Boss, if we’re dead, I’m gonna be pissed.”

“If we’re dead,” Elena said, “then I’m not paying you anymore.”

The equipment degraded fast. After a while, only the analog stuff even remotely worked. Elena’s battered field notebook became the official record; her handwriting, usually neat and angular, got increasingly wild and ragged as she scrawled, “Light cluster demonstrates viral morphology,” or, “ANGEL PAUSED, STARED. SENSED FEEDBACK?”

They kept moving. The ground stopped feeling like ground. At some point, they realized the “city” was rotating, very slowly, every landmark making a perfect spiral in space. The angels, too, weren’t just idling; they were aligning, gathering, headed for a common center.

“So what’s in the middle?” Marcus asked, voice thin.

Torres, finally scared enough to admit it, whispered: “Whatever built the rest of this.”

Elena considered. “A mind,” she said. “Or the memory of one.”

The music climbed, the colors fused into a single hot-white tunnel ahead, and the angels gathered on both sides as if to watch a parade.

The three scientists, tired, freezing, but as high on curiosity as they’d ever been, checked each other over, braced, and headed
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