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The air buzzed like a power line chewing through my skull, a low vibration that rattled inside my bones. I gagged on dust that wasn’t dust at all—it was ash ground fine enough to scrape my lungs raw.

The ground shuddered. Not an earthquake, not exactly—more like the planet twitching in its sleep. I rolled onto my side and blinked against the haze above us. The sky was wrong—too bright, too pale, like somebody had washed it with bleach and forgotten to add blue back in.

We were standing in a crater of black sand and fused glass, the ground veined with cracks of pale fire. Heat bled up in wavering sheets, distorting the horizon. And in the middle of it—rooted like the skeleton of a dead god—was a monolith.

It wasn’t stone, and it wasn’t a statue. Instead, a machine that looked as though it had erupted from beneath the world and the planet hadn’t dared to push it back. It rose higher than a tower, fractured and jagged, its sides crawling with lines of white fire. Angles met and then refused to stay, ribs of alloy folding inward and twisting outward again, geometry breaking and remaking itself with every glance. Its surfaces didn’t reflect the sky; they consumed it, dragging the light down into themselves.

It was more wrong than anything. A thing that wasn’t supposed to be here—yet was. I took a step closer and my stomach tried to teleport back to the pod.

Chloe squinted, shoulders squared. “Okay. Definitely not Mesopotamia. Definitely not Eden. Ten out of ten for nightmare chic.”

Heat shimmered between us and the monolith. For a second, the shimmer thickened—like fog made of glass—and something moved inside it. A figure. Humanoid, sure, but the proportions were off—joints bending on diagonals bones don’t have.

“Max,” I said. “Tell me that’s a mirage.”

He didn’t answer. He was listening to the hum, head cocked, eyes narrowed. The closer we got, the more the air felt charged, like the moment before a thunderclap when your hair stands on end.

A ripple rolled through the ground again, like the world hiccupped. The monolith answered with a bass note that vibrated my teeth.

Max’s voice was strained but steady. “It’s an echo. That figure—it’s a projection. Leftovers.”

“Leftovers of what?” I asked.

Before he could answer, the core twitched violently in his grip. The veins lit not with copper now, but a sudden flash of white so bright it stabbed my eyes. The monolith answered in a tone so deep it churned my stomach.

A line traced itself down the structure’s flank, glowing faintly, as though the machine were weighing us in silence. The hum climbed higher, dust hissing as the seam widened.

Max whispered, “It recognizes us.”

Chloe’s hand clamped on my wrist, her eyes locked on the widening door. “Recognizes us as what?”

Neither of us answered.

The seam yawned wider until a ragged gap split the face of the monolith. Heat spilled from it, carrying a scent like scorched metal and rain on dry stone. The air shimmered, bending light until I wasn’t sure where the doorway ended and the haze began.

Max stepped forward first, the core clutched tight, his face lit by the faint glow pulsing along its veins. Chloe held her breath, then finally let go of my arm. She muttered, “If this kills us, I’m haunting you both.”

The threshold swallowed us in shadow. The hum shifted, no longer sound but pressure building inside my skull. My ears popped. The walls of the passage weren’t stone or metal; they flickered between both, glinting one second and dull the next, as if the place itself couldn’t hold still.

The seam closed behind us without a sound. One moment there was an opening, the next it was gone, smooth and seamless as if we’d never passed through. Chloe let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh. “Well. Forward it is.”

The corridor sloped downward, curving into a slow spiral. Thin veins of light pulsed along the walls, matching the rhythm of the core in Max’s hands. The two were speaking to each other in a language too deep for us to hear, but I could feel it tugging on my nerves, like static crawling under my skin.

His voice was quiet. “It knows we’re here.”

“Yeah,” Chloe said, her tone sharp to hide the edge in it. “That’s what worries me.”

“It’s not random,” Max murmured. His fingers hovered near the glowing lines. “Look—these are primes. Ratios stacked in spirals. Irrational lattices.”

“To me,” Chloe said, “it looks like wallpaper designed by someone who hates sanity.” She dug into her pack and pulled out a stick of chalk. Every few steps she dragged a bright mark across the wall. “Just in case this place decides to eat us and spit us back in circles.”

“Smart,” I said, though even as I watched, her first mark seemed to fade. Not rubbed away—stretched, elongated, like the wall itself had shifted.

We pressed on. The geometry refused to behave. Corners bent where there were no corners. The slope steepened, then relaxed, then steepened again without warning, as though the machine were breathing. At one point I glanced back and swore the corridor was longer than when we’d started—our chalk marks drifting farther apart, the lines of light bending away as if time itself had stretched.

“Max,” I whispered, “tell me that’s just my eyes playing tricks.”

He shook his head. “Not your eyes.”

The hum deepened, vibrating through the soles of my boots. It felt less like a hallway and more like a throat, alive and patient, waiting for us to keep walking.

Shadows shifted ahead, bending in ways shadows shouldn’t, until the walls seemed to bow inward. And then, without warning, the corridor opened into a chamber wider than anything we’d seen yet.

The space was circular, domed overhead, its surface alive with flowing lines of light. They shifted and folded, symbols that formed and dissolved before I could pin them down. At the center stood a column, taller than us, its sides covered in the same glowing script.

Max tightened his grip on the core. The veins flared in response, and the column answered with a low pulse that rattled my ribs.

Chloe crossed her arms. “Okay. Definitely not a church. Definitely not a tomb. So what is it?”

Max didn’t answer. He edged closer, the glow from the core spilling like liquid light across his knuckles. The column brightened in response, symbols unfolding across its surface in spirals that tightened and unraveled again before I could blink.

The pulse rolled through the chamber—low, steady, bone-deep.

“Don’t touch it,” Chloe said. Her arms stayed crossed, but her weight shifted like she was ready to drag him back if she had to.

Max ignored her. He stopped just short of the column, the core humming faintly in his grip. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the lines across the column bent toward him, one after another, like iron filings snapping to a magnet.

I swallowed. “It likes you.”

“Or it recognizes him,” Chloe muttered. “Same way the seam did.”

The script on the column surged, flashing white. The pulse climbed higher, rattling my teeth. The walls of the chamber joined in, light racing outward like a ripple on water, curving up the dome until every line of the room was alive and moving. Symbols layered over symbols, spirals inside spirals, too fast for me to catch.

Max’s face was pale, but his voice stayed even. “It’s language. Or data. Some kind of record.”

“Well,” Chloe said tightly, “unless it comes with subtitles, it’s not much use to us.”

Before Max could answer, the floor shifted. Not a quake—an adjustment. Plates of glassy stone sliding minutely underfoot, like gears aligning. At the center of the column, a seam traced itself open.

A shape floated up. Small and geometric. A shard of something that glowed with the same sickly-white light as the core in Max’s hands.

The pulse quieted. The walls dimmed, the symbols collapsing back into silence. All of it—every motion, every flicker—was now fixed on the shard.
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Max reached out before either of us could stop him. The shard rose to meet his hand as if pulled by its own gravity. It wasn’t stone, and it wasn’t metal. Its surface shifted with a slow, unsettling rhythm—planes folding and refolding, angles appearing and dissolving—like a shape caught mid-thought, never resting in one form long enough for the eye to claim it.

The instant it touched the core, the two locked together with a soundless snap. Light flared, white and violent, flooding the chamber so fast I had to shield my eyes.

When it dimmed, the core was no longer the same. Its copper veins had been consumed, replaced by jagged channels of white fire that pulsed erratically, too fast to be natural. The glow bled into Max’s skin, crawling up his wrist in branching filaments before sinking deep, as if the device had decided to claim him.

Chloe gasped. “Max—”

He staggered but didn’t drop it. His face was taut, his jaw clenched like he was holding something back. “It... rewrote itself.”

“That’s one way to put it,” I said, my voice thin. “What’s the other way?”

The column gave no answer. Its light was fading now, symbols dissolving into darkness, as though its purpose had been served. The pulse that had filled the chamber quieted, leaving a silence so complete my ears rang.

Max lifted the altered core, studying the white veins crawling under its surface. His voice was steady, but I knew him well enough to hear the fear under it.

“This isn’t just a key,” he said. “It’s a command.”

The vibration returned then, faint but rising. Not from the column this time, but deeper—below us. The floor trembled, and dust sifted down from the dome overhead.

Chloe grabbed my sleeve. “We woke it up.”

The floor shuddered beneath us, not in the chaotic lurch of an earthquake but in measured pulses, each one spaced apart like beats in a pattern. The vibrations climbed through my boots and into my bones, steady enough to feel deliberate, as though the chamber itself was keeping time with something buried far below.

Overhead, the dome stirred. Lines of light spread outward in concentric rings, sliding across the surface like ripples chasing one another across water. The glow thickened and bent, spilling down the walls until the whole chamber seemed to inhale. Dust drifted loose, falling in slow spirals that caught the light as if even gravity had been tampered with.

Chloe’s nails pressed into my arm. “That’s not just waking up,” she whispered. “That’s booting up.”

She wasn’t wrong. The layered chorus swelled, tones rising and falling in harmonies that twisted against each other. It wasn’t music. It was math, pressed through the walls and into my skull until my teeth ached with the pressure.

The altered core in Max’s hands throbbed in answer, its white veins flickering faster, spilling light
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AT THE EDGE OF TIME, SOME DOORS SHOULD NEVER BE OPENED

ASHLEY SIMMONS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
PATHETNS ran ACIoSEIbIei
DHodIESEIMEs andispiraiSiErcliedidEc)
shiffingrmiime with BHENHISE beneatr
thESOUINONE reachediiE Chiambers

edge st 1itieditsEad) andior
thetimstiime BSawsisiaCer Thene
werenteyes. Wot m anyaway: that
madefsetise.





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





