
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Project Elysium

	 

	 

	Cael Donovan

	 


Chapter 1

	The sky had forgotten how to be blue.

	It hung heavy and colorless over the ruins of what used to be Los Angeles — now just a skeleton of steel and silence. The ocean had pulled back decades ago, leaving behind salt flats and rusted ships that looked like tombstones for a species too stubborn to admit it was dying.

	Dr. Mara Vance stood at the edge of the old Pacific, her boots crunching over glass and bone. The air tasted of iron and static. Her respirator hummed softly, keeping her alive for another day, another breath, another reason to regret she hadn’t left sooner.

	Behind her, the wind carried a low, mechanical moan — the sound of the Relay, the last functioning satellite uplink tower in the Western Hemisphere. Its massive silhouette rose from the horizon like a half-buried god, its antennae twisted and blackened from solar storms. Somewhere inside that tower, buried under kilometers of data and failed transmissions, was Project Elysium.

	And she was going to find it.

	Mara adjusted the strap of her satchel and turned as a figure approached — tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a cracked visor and carrying what looked like a makeshift rifle built from spare drone parts.

	“Dr. Vance,” the voice came through the static of his comm-link. “You shouldn’t be this close to the coast. The storms are shifting again.”

	She recognized the voice — Lieutenant Rian Holt. Once military, now little more than her reluctant bodyguard, or maybe her conscience. “You sound worried,” she said, half-smiling behind her mask.

	“I sound smart,” he replied. “You’re the one chasing ghosts.”

	“Ghosts built this world,” Mara said softly. “Maybe they can save it too.”

	He shook his head. “Elysium was shut down twenty years ago. No one even knows what it was.”

	“I do,” she said. “It was never shut down. It was buried.”

	Rian glanced toward the horizon where lightning crawled across the clouds like veins. “Buried things should stay buried.”

	Mara didn’t answer. She pulled a small holographic projector from her pocket and flicked it on. A three-dimensional map flickered to life — fragmented, fuzzy, but still legible. It displayed a network of underground tunnels beneath the Relay, and deep within, a core chamber labeled ELY-01.

	“This is where it started,” she said. “And if the data is right, it’s where humanity’s last chance still sleeps.”

	Rian exhaled sharply. “A myth built on corrupted code.”

	Mara’s gaze stayed fixed on the map. “Or a miracle built on desperation.”

	They started walking, the crunch of debris underfoot echoing through the dead air. Drones buzzed faintly in the distance — scavenger bots, left behind by the old corporations to harvest what little the world had left. Most were harmless. Some weren’t.

	As they neared the Relay, the tower’s massive shadow swallowed them whole. The air grew colder. The static louder. Mara felt the hair rise on her neck — a low hum of something alive pulsing beneath the metal.

	“Power readings?” she asked.

	Rian scanned his wrist display. “Minimal. But there’s something… odd. A frequency looped on repeat.”

	“Let me hear it.”

	He patched the signal through. A distorted voice crackled into her earpiece — faint, fragmented, like a recording from another time.
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