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ain tapped softly against the porch roof like old fingers drumming against a coffin lid. The mountains stretched endlessly beyond the cabin, dark and swallowed by fog, their jagged outlines fading in and out beneath the storm clouds. Pine trees bent under the cold wind, whispering secrets to one another in the night.

 

Scott Hale sat motionless in his wheelchair.

 

The blanket over his legs had slipped halfway to the muddy wooden floorboards, but he didn’t notice. He rarely noticed anything anymore.

 

His eyes stared into the distance without focus. Hollow. Gray. Lost somewhere far beyond the mountains.

 

Far beyond this world.

 

Inside the cabin, voices drifted through the cracked screen door. He hasn’t eaten all day.

He needs more help than this. We’re trying, Linda.

We’ve been trying for eight years. Silence followed.

Scott heard every word.

 

They always thought he couldn’t hear.

 

That was the funny thing about broken men. People stopped speaking to them like they were human. Eventually, they became furniture. Something heavy sitting in the corner collecting dust and sympathy.

 

Scott blinked slowly.

 

Rainwater dripped from the porch roof in a steady rhythm. Drip.

Drip. Drip.

Vietnam flashed behind his eyes again. Fire.

Screaming.

 

Mud soaked red.

 

The sound of helicopters roaring above burning trees.

 

Private Dawson crying for his mother while holding his own intestines in his hands. Scott’s breathing tightened.

Not again. Not tonight.

He shut his eyes hard, trying to force the memories away, but war never stayed buried. It lived inside him like rot beneath old wood. Waiting. Breathing.

 

Always breathing.

 

A hand touched his shoulder gently. Dad?

His daughter Emily.

 

Scott opened his eyes slowly.

 

She stood beside him holding a steaming mug of coffee, her blonde hair tied into a loose ponytail. Exhaustion rested beneath her eyes. She was almost forty now, though part of Scott still remembered carrying her through the backyard when she was small enough to sit on one arm.

 

You should come inside, she said softly. It’s getting cold. Scott said nothing.

He hadn’t spoken in almost six years.

 

Doctors called it severe psychological withdrawal brought on by combat trauma. Some called it catatonia. Others simply gave up trying to explain it.

The truth was simpler.

 

Part of Scott never came home from Vietnam.

 

Emily knelt beside the wheelchair and placed the coffee into his trembling hands.

 

The therapist said nature might help, she continued carefully. Fresh air. Quiet. Peaceful surroundings.

 

Scott stared into the black coffee. Peace.

There was no such thing. Not for men like him.

Inside the cabin, his son in law Mark laughed awkwardly at something on television, trying too hard to sound normal. Trying too hard to pretend this trip wasn’t another desperate attempt to fix a dying man.

 

Emily squeezed Scott’s shoulder before standing. I love you, Dad.

She waited. As always.

Waiting for a response that never came.

 

Finally she walked back inside, leaving him alone with the rain. The porch creaked softly beneath the wind.

Then something moved in the fog. Scott’s eyes narrowed slightly.

At first he thought it was another memory playing tricks on him. The old hallucinations sometimes returned during storms. Shadows moving between trees. Faces in the dark.

 

But this was different.

 

A shape slowly emerged near the edge of the forest. Tall.

Massive. A horse.

Its body glowed with faint blue light beneath the rain, almost transparent, like moonlight trapped inside smoke. Electric veins shimmered beneath its skin. Its mane drifted without wind, flowing like water underwater.

 

Scott froze.

 

The horse stared directly at him. Its eyes were impossibly bright. Not animal eyes.

Human eyes.

 

Ancient eyes.

 

The rain around it seemed to slow. Every sound faded.

Even the wind died. Scott’s chest tightened. The horse stepped closer. One slow step.

Then another.

 

Its glowing hooves touched the mud without leaving prints. Scott gripped the arms of his wheelchair.

His heart pounded harder than it had in years. The horse stopped twenty feet away.

Watching him. Waiting.

Scott felt something move inside his numb body.

A strange warmth spread through his legs. At first he thought it was fear.

Then pain exploded through his spine.

 

His fingers clenched hard against the wheelchair. Muscles spasmed violently beneath the blanket. Scott gasped.

The sound shocked him more than the pain itself. It was the first sound he had made in years.

The horse tilted its head slightly. The warmth spread deeper.

His legs twitched.

 

Scott stared downward in horror. No.

Impossible.

 

His right foot moved beneath the blanket. Then they left.

Tears instantly filled his eyes.

 

The wheelchair shook as his entire body trembled uncontrollably. Inside the cabin, thunder cracked across the mountains.

Scott slowly pushed against the armrests. Pain screamed through his bones.

His knees buckled halfway upward before collapsing again. But he had moved.

God.

He had moved.

 

The horse turned toward the forest. Then I looked back at him once.

Come.

 

Scott didn’t hear the word. He felt it.

Somewhere deep inside his skull.

 

The horse began walking toward the trees. Scott’s breathing became ragged.

Every instinct told him this wasn’t real.

 

But reality had abandoned him a long time ago. With trembling hands, he shoved the blanket aside.

His legs looked thin and weak beneath faded sweatpants. Dead limbs.

Forgotten limbs.

 

Slowly, Scott pushed himself upward again. Pain tore through him like knives.

His knees shook violently. But this time

He stood.

 

For the first time in eight years.

 

Tears streamed down his weathered face as he stared at his own legs. Standing.

Actually standing.

Behind him, the cabin door opened suddenly. Dad?

Emily’s voice cracked. Scott turned slightly.

Her coffee mug shattered against the porch floor. Oh my God…

Mark appeared behind her, frozen in complete disbelief. Scott looked back toward the forest.

The blue horse waited patiently between the trees. Watching.

Calling.

 

Scott took one unsteady step forward. Then another.

Each movement felt impossible. Like waking from a grave. Emily burst into tears behind him.

“Dad… Dad, how are you—” But Scott kept moving.

Toward the horse. Toward the darkness.

Toward something waiting deep within the mountains. The rain intensified as thunder rolled overhead.

The blue glow vanished briefly between the trees. Scott followed without hesitation.

For the first time in nearly a decade, he felt alive.

And somewhere beyond the storm, beyond the mountains, beyond time itself— Something was waiting for him.
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The forest swallowed Scott whole.
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ain hammered through the pine branches overhead, soaking his clothes within minutes, but he barely noticed. Every nerve in his body burned with adrenaline and disbelief. His legs moved awkwardly beneath him, weak and trembling, yet each step carried him farther from the wheelchair he had left behind on the porch.

 

Behind him, Emily screamed his name through the storm. Scott never turned around.

The glowing horse drifted between the trees ahead of him, its blue body flickering through curtains of fog like a spirit wandering between worlds. Sometimes it seemed close enough to touch.

 

Other times it vanished completely. But Scott could still feel it.

Pulling him forward.

 

The muddy ground slid beneath his boots. Sharp rocks cut through the thin soles, branches clawed at his jacket, and cold rainwater streamed down his face. His chest heaved harder with every step. Years trapped in a chair had hollowed his strength.

 

Still, he kept moving.

 

The horse stopped near a cluster of towering pines at the edge of a narrow ravine. Lightning flashed overhead.

For one split second the entire forest glowed white. Scott froze.

The horse was staring directly at him again. Its eyes no longer looked human.

They looked ancient.

Older than memory itself.

 

What are you? Scott whispered.

 

The sound of his own voice terrified him. Rough.

Rusted.

 

Like something dragged from the bottom of the ocean. The horse lowered its head slightly.

Then turned and disappeared down the ravine. Scott stumbled after it.

The slope grew steeper, forcing him to grab tree trunks for balance. Mud coated his hands. His knees screamed with pain. Several times he nearly collapsed.

 

But each time he felt that strange warmth inside his spine again. Pushing him forward.

Keeping him alive.

 

At the bottom of the ravine, the storm suddenly weakened. The rain softened to a drizzle.

An eerie silence settled over the forest. No birds.

No wind. Nothing.

Scott slowly stepped into a clearing surrounded by black stone walls and twisted roots. The place felt untouched by time, hidden away from the rest of the world.

 

The horse stood motionless in the center.

 

Blue light pulsed from its body, illuminating the clearing with ghostly color. And at its feet

Mushrooms.

 

Hundreds of them.

 

Bright blue caps glowing faintly beneath the darkness. Scott stared at them uneasily.

No, he muttered.

 

The horse remained still. Scott backed away slightly.

“I’m not eating those damn things. Thunder rumbled softly overhead. The horse pawed the ground once.

Scott rubbed trembling hands across his face. Maybe this was another hallucination.

Another PTSD episode.

 

Maybe he had finally snapped completely. Would that really surprise anyone?

After Vietnam came the nightmares. After the nightmares came the drinking. After the drinking came the silence.

And after the silence came the wheelchair. Doctors blamed trauma.

But Scott remembered the truth. He remembered the village.

The fire.

 

The children were screaming inside burning huts while Lieutenant Harper ordered the soldiers forward anyway.

Scott had obeyed orders. That was the problem.

He always obeyed orders. His stomach twisted violently. The horse stepped closer.

Its glowing breath drifted into the cold air between them. Then Scott heard it again.

Not a voice. Not exactly. A feeling.

Eat.

 

Scott’s eyes widened. No…

Eat.

 

The command echoed deeper this time, vibrating through his skull like distant thunder. Scott looked down at the mushrooms.

The blue glow reflected in his eyes. Insanity.

That’s what this was.

 

A dying brain firing random sparks into darkness.

 

Yet something deep inside him already knew otherwise.

 

The horse lowered its head beside the mushrooms patiently. Waiting.

Scott swallowed hard.

Then slowly crouched down.

 

His knees nearly failed beneath him, but he managed to steady himself against a rock. Up close, the mushrooms smelled strangely sweet. Not rotten. Not poisonous.

 

Almost comforting.

 

Like fresh rain and old memories. Scott reached toward one carefully.

The moment his fingers touched the glowing cap, images exploded across his mind. Cities burning beneath nuclear fire.

Towering metal structures collapsing into oceans of ash. People screaming underground while sirens echoed endlessly. Machines marching through smoke-covered streets.

A woman’s face. Dark hair.

Green eyes.

 

Find him.

 

Scott jerked backward violently.

 

The mushroom slipped from his fingers. His breathing became frantic.

What the hell…

 

The horse remained calm. Watching.

Scott looked around the clearing desperately. Everything felt wrong now.

The air itself seemed heavier.

 

The forest no longer sounded alive.

It sounded waiting.

 

Another image slammed into his mind.

 

A gigantic steel gate opening beneath ruined skyscrapers. Human beings in chains.

Children covered in soot.

 

Soldiers wearing black armor with glowing red visors. Then

A massive explosion.

 

White light consumed everything. Scott cried out and grabbed his head.

The pain nearly dropped him to the ground. And through the chaos

He heard the woman’s voice again. Please…

Scott stared down at the mushrooms. Rainwater dripped from his chin.

Every instinct screamed at him to run.

 

But another feeling had begun growing stronger inside him. Purpose.

For years he had felt nothing. No reason to wake up.

No reason to fight. No reason to live. Now suddenly

Something needed him.

 

The horse stepped aside slowly. Making room.

Scott reached down once more.

 

This time he grabbed the mushroom firmly. Its blue glow intensified in his palm.

His hand trembled violently.

 

“You better be real,” he whispered to the horse. Then he took a bite.

The taste was warm. Sweet.

Almost impossible to describe.

 

For half a second nothing happened. Then reality shattered.

The forest dissolved around him instantly.

 

Scott screamed as the ground vanished beneath his feet.

 

The world twisted into spirals of blue light and screaming shadows. His body stretched apart atom by atom while thousands of voices roared through his skull all at once.

 

He saw war. Not one war. All wars.

Ancient battlefields soaked in blood. Cities destroyed by mushroom clouds.

Machines hunting starving families through ruined streets.

 

Humanity tearing itself apart over and over again across endless centuries.

Scott fell through all of it. Faster.

Faster. Faster.

The blue horse appeared beside him within the void, galloping through darkness without touching ground.

 

Its glowing eyes locked onto his.

 

And suddenly Scott understood its name. Thunder.

The universe exploded into white light. Then

Silence.

 

Scott slammed onto cold metal flooring so hard it knocked the air from his lungs. Alarms screamed somewhere nearby.

Bright lights flickered overhead. His vision blurred violently.

Everything smelled like burned wires and antiseptic chemicals. A woman’s voice echoed nearby.

Oh my God…

 

Scott groaned painfully. Footsteps rushed toward him.

When his vision finally focused, he saw her standing above him. Young.

Beautiful. Dark haired.

Green-eyed.

 

Exactly like the visions.

 

Except behind her stretched a world that no longer belonged to humanity.

 

Beyond massive glass windows, ruined skyscrapers towered beneath a blood-red sky while lightning crackled endlessly across dead clouds.

 

The city outside was broken. Burned.

Dead.

 

And far in the distance

 

Something enormous moved through the smoke.

 




Chapter Three

[image: Image]

S



cott tried to sit up, but agony ripped through his body instantly. Every muscle felt torn apart.

His vision spun violently as alarms continued blaring overhead. Red emergency lights flashed across the metallic room in uneven bursts, painting the walls in blood-colored shadows.

 

The woman knelt beside him quickly. Don’t move, she said.

Her voice was calm, but Scott heard panic beneath it. You’re disoriented. The transfer was unstable.

Scott stared at her blankly. Transfer?

Nothing made sense.

 

The room around him looked like something torn from a fever dream. Massive computer screens lined the walls, some cracked and flickering with static. Thick cables hung from the ceiling like black vines. Steam hissed from exposed pipes running across rusted steel floors.

The entire place looked ancient and futuristic at the same time.

 

Like civilization had survived the end of the world by barely holding itself together. Scott forced himself backward until his shoulders hit a metal cabinet.

Where the hell am I? he rasped. The woman froze.

Her green eyes widened slowly. You can speak.

Scott frowned. What?

In the scans… your neurological condition… She shook her head in disbelief. The trauma damage was severe. We weren’t sure your speech centers would recover after transition.

 

Scott barely understood half the words coming out of her mouth. He looked around desperately.

What is this place? The woman hesitated. Then quietly answered:

Sector Nine underground research station. Scott’s jaw tightened.

That doesn’t answer my question.

 

The woman studied him carefully for a long moment before speaking again. You’re in North America, she said softly. Year 2803.

Scott stared at her. Then I laughed.

Not because it was funny. Because it was insane.

No, he muttered.

 

The woman didn’t smile.

 

Scott slowly climbed to his feet using the edge of the cabinet for support. His legs trembled violently beneath him, but they held.

 

Still impossible. Still unbelievable.

He looked through the giant glass windows behind her. The sight stole the breath from his lungs.

A dead city stretched endlessly beneath a crimson sky.

 

Skyscrapers leaned at impossible angles, their upper floors shattered and blackened by fire. Some buildings had collapsed completely into streets flooded with rubble and rusted vehicles. Massive storms churned constantly overhead, flashing with silent lightning inside thick radioactive clouds.

 

And everywhere Smoke.

Ash. Ruins.

The world looked murdered.

 

Scott moved closer to the glass slowly.

 

Far below, tiny lights flickered through the darkness near the streets. Movement.

People.

 

Then he saw something else.

 

Towering mechanical figures marching between buildings. Machines.

Thirty feet tall at least.

Their glowing red eyes scanned the ruins as searchlights swept across the streets below. Scott stepped backward instinctively.

What the hell are those?

 

The woman joined him at the window. Sentinels, she answered quietly.

One of the machines stopped suddenly. Its head rotated slowly toward the building. Scott felt his stomach tighten.

The machine’s glowing eyes lingered on the window for several seconds before finally turning away again.

 

They patrol the sectors every night, the woman continued. Looking for unauthorized survivors. Survivors?

She nodded.

 

Scott looked back toward the city. How many people are left?

The woman went silent. Finally she answered:

Not enough.

 

Scott rubbed trembling hands across his face. This isn’t real,” he whispered.

It is.

 

No. No, this is some kind of dream. Drugs maybe. Hallucinations. The woman turned toward him fully now.

My name is Elena Vey, she said softly. I’m a neural physicist and systems engineer. Scott blinked slowly.

A what?

 

In your time people would probably just call me a scientist. Scott shook his head hard.

No. I don’t care what you are. I want answers. Elena studied him carefully.

You were brought here for a reason, Scott Hale. Hearing his full name made his blood run cold. How do you know me?

We’ve been searching for you for years. Scott’s expression darkened instantly. What the hell does that mean?

Elena walked toward one of the flickering computer terminals and activated a holographic display. The blue projection crackled with static before forming into a rotating image of Earth.

 

Except Earth no longer looked blue. Huge sections of the planet were gray. Dead.

Burn scars stretched across continents like infected wounds. Scott stared silently.

Elena… a mechanical voice suddenly echoed from the ceiling. Surface drones detected movement near Sector Nine.

 

Elena ignored it.

 

In 2146, she began quietly, the Resource Wars started. Images shifted across the hologram.

Cities burning. Missile launches.

Starvation riots. Mass graves.

The world’s governments collapsed one after another. Climate disasters destroyed food production. Nations fought over water, oil, and rare minerals… anything left.

 

Scott watched silently.

 

Then came the nuclear exchange, Elena continued. The hologram exploded into fire.

Thousands of red dots appeared across the globe simultaneously. Scott felt sick.

How many died?

 

Elena’s voice barely rose above a whisper. Billions.

The room fell silent except for the distant hum of failing machinery. Scott stared at the ruined Earth floating between them.

Who survived?

 

Elena’s expression hardened. The wealthy.

She enlarged sections of the hologram.

 

Massive underground bunker cities appeared beneath mountains and oceans.

 

They knew the war was coming decades earlier. Corporations. Political dynasties. Military elites. They built protected cities beneath the earth while the rest of humanity was left to burn.

 

Scott clenched his fists.

 

And everyone else?

 

Elena changed the image again. Now Scott saw tunnels.

Sewers.

 

Underground camps packed with starving people.

 

The unlucky survivors adapted however they could,” she said quietly. Subway systems. Drainage tunnels. Underground ruins.

 

Jesus…

 

The elites promised to rebuild civilization, Elena continued bitterly. Instead they rebuilt slavery. Scott looked at her sharply.

What do you mean slavery?

 

They use underground survivors as labor, she answered. “Mining. Construction. Weapons manufacturing. Human testing.

 

Scott’s stomach twisted.

 

Why doesn’t anyone fight back? Elena looked at him directly now. They do.

She activated another screen. Images appeared rapidly.

Explosions. Guerrilla fighters.

Underground armies. Dead civilians.

Mass executions.

 

But the elites control the remaining military technology, she continued. Drone fleets. Sentinel units. AI defense systems.

 

Then her expression darkened further. And something worse.

The room lights flickered suddenly.

The mechanical voice returned overhead. Warning. Unauthorized aerial movement detected. Elena ignored it again.

She enlarged one final image on the hologram. Scott’s blood went cold.

Rows upon rows of massive humanoid machines stood dormant inside a gigantic underground chamber.

 

Thousands of them. An army.

Those are Titan Units, Elena whispered. The final war machines. Scott stared at the screen in horror.

They were built near the end of the nuclear collapse. Fully autonomous combat soldiers capable of wiping out entire cities.

 

Then why aren’t they active? Elena hesitated.

Because the activation codes vanished. Scott looked at her suspiciously.

And what does any of this have to do with me? For the first time since he arrived

Elena smiled slightly.

 

Not happily.

 

Desperately.

 

Because, she said softly, you are carrying them. Scott frowned.

What?

Elena stepped closer.

 

The activation codes are inside your neural pattern. Silence.

Scott stared at her like she’d lost her mind. You’re insane.

I wish I was.

 

Before Scott could answer, the entire station suddenly shook violently. Metal screamed somewhere deep below.

The lights flickered red. Then black.

Emergency sirens erupted instantly. Elena’s face was drained of color.

No…

 

The mechanical voice thundered through the station:

 

WARNING. SURFACE BREACH DETECTED.

 

A massive explosion echoed somewhere above them. Dust rained from the ceiling.

Scott turned toward the giant windows

 

And saw the Sentinels marching directly toward the building.
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The first Sentinel fired before Scott could speak.

 

A



 beam of crimson light tore across the ruined city and slammed into a neighboring structure. The entire building exploded outward in a cloud of steel and concrete.

 

The shockwave rattled the research station.

Glass cracked. Alarms screamed.

Scott instinctively ducked. Everybody down! Elena shouted.

Not that there was anybody else visible. The station felt abandoned.

Forgotten.

 

As though only ghosts had remained here for centuries. Another explosion struck nearby.

The floor jumped beneath Scott's feet.

 

The giant windows spiderwebbed with fractures.

 

Outside, three Sentinels advanced through the ruins, each towering above the broken streets like metal gods.

 

Their red eyes scanned the station. Searching.

Hunting.

 

They found us, Elena whispered. Scott looked at her.

Who found us? The Directorate. What?

The elites.

 

A deafening boom interrupted her. The station lights died completely.

For a moment, darkness swallowed everything.

Then emergency lights activated, bathing the room in dim red illumination. The mechanical voice echoed overhead.

Primary defenses offline. Secondary defenses offline. Evacuation recommended. Scott frowned.

That's not good.

 

Elena gave him a look.

 

No. It isn't.

 

A section of ceiling collapsed somewhere deeper in the facility. Metal shrieked.

Sparks showered through the hallway beyond the laboratory.

 

Scott felt his military instincts returning for the first time in decades. Not the fear.

Not the trauma. The training.

The awareness.

 

The understanding that when everything falls apart, hesitation gets people killed. How many exits? he asked.

Elena blinked. What?

Exits.

 

She stared at him.

 

For a moment she wasn't looking at a broken old veteran.

She was looking at a soldier. Two, she answered quickly.

One leads to the lower transit tunnels. Other one?

The surface. Scott snorted. Not the surface.

Another explosion rocked the station. The cracked windows finally shattered. Glass erupted inward.

Cold air blasted through the laboratory. Scott threw himself sideways.

Elena hit the floor beside him.

 

Outside, one of the Sentinels had stopped directly in front of the building. Its glowing eyes locked onto them.

The machine raised one massive arm.

 

A weapon unfolded from beneath its forearm. Scott's pulse accelerated.

Oh, that's definitely bad. The Sentinel fired.

The beam punched through three floors above them. The ceiling exploded.

Chunks of steel crashed into the laboratory. Elena cried out as debris struck nearby.

Scott grabbed her arm. We move. Now.

Together they sprinted toward the hallway. At least Elena sprinted.

Scott stumbled after her.

 

His legs still felt weak and unfamiliar. But they worked.

That alone felt miraculous.

 

Behind them, another blast tore through the station. The entire structure groaned.

The hallway ahead flickered with emergency lights. Steam poured from ruptured pipes.

Sparks danced across exposed wiring.

 

It looked less like a research station now and more like a dying machine. Elena reached a security door and slammed her palm against a scanner. Nothing happened.

She cursed. Power loss.

Scott glanced over his shoulder. Dust filled the corridor.

Something moved inside it. Fast.

Metallic.

 

Heavy.

Boom. Boom. Boom. Footsteps.

Elena
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