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​Chapter 1 – The Last Choice
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The hum of fluorescent lights above Kash Draven’s head was almost mocking. They buzzed and flickered like nervous insects as he sat shackled to the cold steel chair, his wrists raw from the cuffs. Beyond the reinforced glass, a clock ticked loudly, each second dragging like a hammer against his skull.

He had stopped fighting days ago. What was the point? Nobody had listened at the trial. Nobody had cared when he swore he hadn’t pulled the trigger. Evidence had been twisted, testimony bought, and the judge’s gavel had sealed his fate. Murder of a corporate executive—capital punishment.

Twenty-nine years old, and already staring death in the face.

His reflection in the one-way glass looked older, hollowed out, his sharp jawline shadowed with stubble, dark hair falling across tired eyes. The jumpsuit they gave him smelled like bleach and despair. He thought of his mother once—her voice, soft and warm, saying “You’re stronger than the world, Kash.” He had clung to that for years, but here, strength meant nothing.

The door hissed open. Two guards stepped in, bulky in body armor, hands resting on the holsters at their belts. Between them, a man in a gray suit and wire-rim glasses carried a folder under his arm. Unlike the guards, he didn’t look hardened. He looked excited, almost feverish, as if he couldn’t wait to deliver his message.

“Kash Draven,” the man said, voice sharp, precise. “Today was supposed to be your final day.”

Kash smirked, though his chest burned. “Supposed to be? You came to tell me the state ran out of needles?”

The suited man ignored the sarcasm and placed the folder on the table. “There’s been... an alternative offered to you. One final choice. Not leniency, not pardon, but... something else.”

The guards exchanged a glance. They had heard this speech before.

Kash leaned forward, chains rattling. “Spare me the mystery. What’s the catch?”

The man opened the folder, revealing pages of diagrams—rings of glowing energy, schematics that looked ripped from a science fiction novel. “A project. Classified. The Crimson Vortex. An untested portal designed to break the boundaries of time and space.”

Kash laughed, a dry, bitter sound. “You’re kidding me. You’re saying instead of a clean death, you want me to walk into some science fair deathtrap?”

“It’s simple,” the man said. “You can take the injection tonight. Or, you can step through the Vortex. We need human test subjects. Volunteers, if you will.” His smile was razor thin. “If it works, you’ll be somewhere else entirely. A new frontier. If it fails... well, the end will be instant. Cleaner than the chair.”

The word volunteer tasted like poison. Kash knew damn well this wasn’t an offer—they were looking for disposable bodies. Death row was a convenient hunting ground.

Still...

Needle, coffin, forgotten. Or the unknown.

His pulse quickened. Somewhere inside, beneath the rage and despair, a spark lit up. If the portal actually worked, if it truly flung him beyond these walls... it could mean freedom. A chance, however insane, to live.

“Why me?” he asked quietly.

The man’s glasses glinted under the light. “Because you have nothing left to lose.”



The march down the corridor was surreal. Guards at his side, boots echoing, Kash tried to steady his breathing. He had imagined his last walk a hundred times—the sterile chamber, the sterile bed, the sterile death. Instead, they took him deeper underground, where the concrete walls turned into smooth alloy, lit with strips of blue-white light.

At the end of the hall waited a chamber that pulsed with energy. The machine was vast, a ring of metal and cables, humming with an otherworldly vibration. At its center swirled a storm of crimson light—alive, hungry, shifting like liquid fire.

Kash stopped dead. His skin prickled, the hair on his arms rising. The Vortex wasn’t a machine. It was a wound. Reality itself torn open.

The man in the suit appeared again, clipboard in hand. “Step through, Draven. One step. That’s all it takes.”

Kash turned his head. The guards were stone-faced. No sympathy, no recognition that this might be the last moment he’d ever breathe air from Earth again.

His chest tightened. His hands shook against the cuffs. The needle would be easy. Clean. Done. But this... this was madness.

His mother’s voice whispered again, memory clawing through the darkness: “Stronger than the world, Kash.”

He exhaled. “Fuck it,” he muttered, and stepped forward.

The crimson storm swallowed him whole.



Pain. Light. Motion.

It wasn’t falling. It wasn’t flying. It was being torn apart and rebuilt in a thousand directions at once. His body stretched across infinity, his mind cracked open, visions searing through him—cities burning, skies filled with wings, oceans of fire, the endless silence of the void.

Then—impact.

Sand slammed against his face. His body rolled, tumbled, skidded until he lay broken against a dune, lungs clawing for air. Heat bore down like the sun itself wanted him dead.

Kash gasped, dragged himself upright. His jumpsuit was torn, blood trickling down his arms. The air was dry, metallic, burning his throat.

He blinked against the brightness.

The world around him was not Earth.

Jagged mountains ripped across the horizon like the spines of a beast. The sky shimmered in hues of red and gold, two suns glaring down. Far off, something moved—massive shapes, lumbering, their silhouettes too large to comprehend.

A roar thundered across the dunes. Deep. Primal. Like a mountain itself had come alive.

Kash staggered backward, heart racing. His mind screamed: You shouldn’t be here. This place wants you dead.

Behind him, the air shimmered—the faint outline of the Vortex flickered once, then collapsed, leaving only the alien desert. No way back.

The realization hit like ice. He had chosen. There was no undoing it.

Kash Draven was alone, stranded, and the world itself already hungered for his blood.

And somewhere, in the distance, eyes were watching.
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​Chapter 2 – Through the Crimson Vortex
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The moment Kash Draven stepped forward, the world collapsed.

The floor vanished. The guards, the suited man, the steel walls—all dissolved into streaks of crimson fire. His body didn’t fall. It stretched, torn into endless threads of light, unraveling across a cosmic storm.

Sound didn’t exist here, not in any way he understood. Instead, he felt vibrations deep in his bones, like thunder inside his skull. Screams echoed—not from his throat, but from the countless versions of himself splitting and shattering in every direction.

The Crimson Vortex was not a tunnel. It was a maelstrom.

Colors bled across infinity: red, black, silver, strange hues that had no names in human language. Flashes of visions ripped through his mind—flashes he couldn’t look away from.

He saw a jungle dripping with mist, its trees alive with glowing veins.
He saw a battlefield where winged giants clashed, blood falling like rain.
He saw a temple carved from bone, its gates guarded by shadows that moved like smoke.
And then—he saw himself. Standing taller, covered in scars, a blade in his hand, a tribe of women behind him. Their eyes fierce, their faces painted in ash.
The vision vanished. His body twisted violently, sucked deeper.

“No... no, this isn’t real!” Kash roared, but his voice fractured into a million whispers. His lungs burned, though he wasn’t breathing air anymore. His chest convulsed as though drowning in light.

Every instinct screamed to let go, to collapse, to surrender. But something deep inside him—a stubborn flame that had carried him through prison, trial, and betrayal—refused. He clenched his teeth and pushed against the pull.

He wasn’t ready to die. Not here. Not like this.



Then came the silence.

The roaring storm dulled into a faint hum. The crimson light condensed, no longer wild but structured—lines of geometry folding into patterns too precise to be random. Triangles within circles, spirals that moved against themselves.

Kash floated at the center. His body still existed—aching, trembling—but weightless, suspended in the middle of some cosmic design.

A voice spoke.

Not out loud. Not through ears. It filled his head.

“You are marked.”

Kash’s pulse spiked. “Who—what the hell are you?”

“Marked by the Vortex. Traveler beyond the veil. You carry the seal.”

“What seal?” he snapped, eyes darting around. There was nothing but shifting light. “I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t—”

The light pulsed, cutting him off.

“Choice was the key. Choice opened the path. Now the path consumes you.”

His stomach turned. Rage flared. “I didn’t choose this—I was forced! You think I wanted to be some guinea pig for—”

“Silence.”

The word struck him like a blade. His skull rang, vision blurring. The geometry around him accelerated, collapsing inward. The hum grew louder again, like a storm reawakening.

“You will survive,” the voice declared. “Or you will perish. Both serve the Vortex.”

Kash’s fists clenched
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