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PROLOGUE
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The launch complex burns under artificial floodlights.

EDEN 1A stands fully loaded on the pad, silent and enormous, its surface catching the white glare like frozen fire.

Military barriers carve narrow corridors around its base, metal pressed against metal, precision holding back desperation.

Beyond them, hundreds of civilians push forward.

Parents clutch children to their chests. Some cradle sleeping infants, faces buried in blankets. Others hold small bodies that tremble from cold, from fear, or from both. Faces are drawn tight, eyes wide, mouths open in pleas that dissolve into the surrounding noise. Voices crack. Some fail completely.

Soldiers hold the line.

Rifles are lowered, not raised. Fingers tense around grips. Shoulders lock into position. Their bodies form the final boundary between the ship and the crowd.

Then the ground begins to vibrate.

At first it is subtle, almost imagined. A low pulse travels upward, through boots and bone, into the hollow spaces inside the chest. Everyone feels it at the same time. The reaction is immediate.

Panic erupts.

A scream cuts through the air, followed by another. Some civilians collapse to their knees, hands pressed flat against the ground as if trying to steady the planet itself. Others surge forward, pushing and shoving, desperate to close the distance before whatever is coming arrives.

Soldiers push them back, harder now, voices raised, arms straining.

A voice cuts through the chaos, sharp and urgent, coming from somewhere unseen.

“Objects incoming. Not detected in time. Small mass. Extreme velocity.”

A distant impact answers the warning.

Debris strikes the ground far beyond the perimeter. The sound arrives a heartbeat later, dull and violent. Floodlights flicker once, then again. Shadows jump across the launchpad.

The vibration deepens.

Near the barrier, a woman forces her way through the crowd.

She clutches a child in her arms, the small body wrapped tight, face pale, breath shallow. The child’s skin is cold against her chest. Too cold. The woman stumbles, nearly falls, regains her balance, and reaches the barrier.

“Please,” she says. Her voice breaks. “Please.” A soldier steps into her path.

She tries to slip past him, twisting sideways, shielding the child with her shoulder. The soldier grabs her by the shoulders and pushes her back.

The child screams.

The sound is sharp, piercing, wrong. The woman nearly loses her footing but holds on, arms locked around the child as if letting go would mean the end of everything.

The soldier’s face is wet.

Tears run freely down his cheeks, cutting clean lines through the dust on his skin. His jaw trembles. His hands do not.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry.” He holds the line.

General Lormar runs across the final elevated walkway toward EDEN 1A.

Ash and debris fall around him, drifting through the floodlights like burning snow. Metal groans somewhere behind him. A section of structure collapses, tearing free in sparks and smoke.

Lormar does not look back.

He reaches the interior ramp of EDEN 1A. Inside, the corridor is clear.

Crew members move fast and focused, sealing hatches, locking restraints, securing stations. No one hesitates. No one speaks unless necessary.

The final blast door begins to close.

Lormar breaks into a sprint and slips through the narrowing gap.

The blast door slams shut behind him. The outside noise is cut off instantly.

Inside the command section, warning lights flash in sharp pulses. Consoles glow red and amber. Technicians work their stations, fingers flying, voices tight with strain.

One technician looks up from his console. “The final sequence is incomplete.”

The ship shudders as a violent impact strikes the hull. Panels rattle. A low metallic groan rolls through the structure.

Lormar steps forward.

He plants his hand on the override panel. “We launch now.”

He slams the override.

Systems respond instantly. Alerts vanish. Indicators flip to green across the command section.

In mission control, the room is dark, running on backup power. Only essential stations remain active. Screens flicker. Dust hangs in the air.

A technician grips the edge of his console. “Ignition sequence starting. Brace for launch.”

At the base of EDEN 1A, the remaining soldiers stand beneath the towering hull.

They are the last ones outside.

Behind them, civilians scream. Some strike the barriers until their hands bleed. Others collapse to the ground, strength finally gone.

The soldiers do not turn.

Above them, Lormar steps to the edge of the elevated platform.

The soldiers look up. They salute.

Lormar returns the salute.

The soldiers raise their rifles toward the sky. Seven shots fire in perfect synchronization.

The sound echoes against the ship’s hull, then vanishes into the night.

Some soldiers cry openly. None step back. Lormar watches them until the last echo fades. “I will remember you.”

The engines of EDEN 1A ignite.

A violent roar erupts beneath the ship as flames burst outward, flooding the launch zone with heat and blinding light. The ground trembles under the force.

EDEN 1A begins to rise, slow at first, heavy, resisting gravity. Thrust increases. The ship lifts free of the platform, climbing through smoke and falling debris. Burning fragments tear past the hull as it ascends, pulled back toward the surface.

The ship cuts through the sky and breaks through the atmosphere.

The roar fades. The vibration subsides. EDEN 1A stabilizes in space.

Below, the planet comes into view. Multiple impact zones burn across its surface, glowing scars spreading fire and smoke into the thinning atmosphere.

On the ground, people cling to one another. Families hold tight. Strangers press together. Faces turn upward, eyes fixed on the distant light leaving the sky.

An asteroid enters the atmosphere, burning white as it descends.

It strikes the NASA base.

A single flash consumes everything.
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[image: ]




The research station was sealed off from the rest of the city, a compact laboratory with no windows and no sense of time. One main workstation dominated the room, a curved console wrapped around three active monitors. Secondary equipment lined the walls: two auxiliary screens, analog gauges, data ports, and a wall-mounted barometer. A metal desk stood to the side, holding a recorder, a tablet, and neatly stacked printed data sheets. One chair. No windows.

Smith Halden sat hunched at the main console, unshaven and exhausted, wearing a worn utility jacket that had seen too many long nights. His fingers moved quickly across the keyboard. His breathing was shallow, uneven.

On the center monitor, a thin red line crept upward along a graph, then began to accelerate.

Smith stopped typing.

He pulled his hands back and stared at the screen. “No. No, no, no.”

He turned to the left monitor. A three-dimensional atmospheric model loaded, revealing a vertical cross-section of the planet’s atmosphere, layered with data bands. At the upper boundary, a red pulse flickered, then expanded.

Smith dragged his hands down his face and reached for the desk. He grabbed a small handheld recorder and pressed record.

“Day four thousand one hundred eighteen. Particle anomaly confirmed. Rate of spread has doubled in under three weeks. This is not consistent with seasonal variance.”

He glanced at the wall-mounted analog barometer. The needle held steady at eight hundred twelve millibars.

Then it jumped.

Eight twenty. Seven ninety. Eight forty-five. Then it dropped back to eight twelve.

Smith frowned and shifted his attention to the right monitor. Digital readings remained calm and unchanged. Pressure nominal. Oxygen at twenty point three percent. Temperature within acceptable range. No alerts.

Smith looked back and forth between the analog gauge and the digital displays.

“They’re not going to believe this.”

He leaned back slightly, eyes fixed on the red pulse as it continued to expand, slow and relentless.

By the time Smith left the station, the city had already decided what kind of day it was going to be.

Skyway City rose in tall glass towers that pierced the lower cloud layer. Autonomous drones moved smoothly between buildings. Enclosed glass bridges connected structures at multiple levels, while traffic flowed through elevated corridors. From a distance, the city appeared intact, efficient, orderly.

Smith walked alongside his wife, Leya, early thirties, and their two daughters, Mira, eight, and Sena, five. They blended easily into the crowd. Smith did not. His eyes kept moving, scanning, absorbing details he never learned to ignore.

They stopped at a small food stand tucked between two towers. A vendor handed them a tray of colorful, steaming plates.

“That’ll be twenty-two credits,” the vendor said, then lowered his voice slightly, “and a kindness.”

Leya smiled politely and tapped her wristband. A second screen flashed.

“Much appreciated,” the vendor replied.

Smith raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Mira and Sena dug in immediately, laughing as noodles slipped from their chopsticks.

They sat at a nearby table. Hover-cars drifted past behind them. A giant holo-screen overhead showed a politician delivering a speech about planetary progress, his smile polished and unwavering. Beneath it, a smaller screen scrolled recent fines and social violations.

Smith watched a group of officers stop a man at the next table. Their voices were low. Hands extended. The man slipped them a chip. The officers moved on.

“You said you weren’t bringing the lab with you,” Leya said. Smith didn’t look away.

“I didn’t,” he replied. “I just can’t turn off the part that sees the cracks.”

“Then stop looking so hard,” she said gently. “Just today. For them.”

She nodded toward their daughters, still laughing, cheeks smeared with sauce.

“For them,” Smith said quietly, “I’d burn this city to the ground.”

They shared a brief smile.

Behind them, another officer leaned into a booth and whispered something. A woman transferred credits without meeting his eyes. Above them, the politician’s smile continued uninterrupted.

The girls ran ahead along the skyway, chasing a floating toy orb. Smith remained seated. Leya watched him closely, reading the tension in his face.

She turned slightly toward him. “Smith...”

He didn’t answer. His gaze had drifted somewhere far away, past the city, past the people moving around them, into something deeper and darker.
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