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Chapter one- The Tour
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The NASA visitor center had a special kind of cleanliness, the kind that made you lower your voice even if you weren’t doing anything wrong. The floors shined like they were proud of themselves. The walls held photos of rockets that looked too big to be real, like someone had taken a pencil and drawn “human ambition” until it turned into steel.

It smelled like polished metal, coffee, and expensive air conditioning.

A sign near the entrance read:

TOUR GROUPS

PLEASE STAY WITH YOUR GUIDE

RESTRICTED AREAS ARE RESTRICTED FOR A REASON

Allen read it out loud, because Allen read everything out loud.

“‘Restricted areas are restricted for a reason,’” he repeated, grinning like the sign was speaking directly to his soul. “I love that. That’s like... an invitation without being an invitation.”

Jackie, standing beside him, didn’t even look up from her phone. “That is literally the opposite of an invitation.”

Jim, who was already recording a voice memo into his phone, leaned closer and muttered, “They put that sign there because people like Allen exist.”

Allen didn’t deny it.

Deb arrived a half step behind them, sunglasses tucked into the collar of her hoodie like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to be recognized or invisible. She looked up at the rockets suspended from the ceiling and gave a low whistle.

“Okay,” she said. “This place is serious.”

Jim turned the phone toward her. “Deb, say that again but with more fear. My audience loves fear.”

Deb stared at him. “Jim, I have no idea what your podcast is about, but I’m not auditioning for it.”

Jim held his hands up. “Fair. Respect.”

Dr. Ray stood slightly apart from the group, quiet, observing the way people do when they’re used to being in high-stakes rooms and don’t need to fill silence with noise. He wore a NASA badge clipped clean to his belt like it belonged there. Clean shoes. Clean collar. A calm face that looked trained to stay calm.

Jackie did too. Her NASA badge sat on her lanyard, and the way she carried herself said she wasn’t here to be impressed. She was here because somebody had convinced her that taking a break might keep her from biting someone in a meeting later.

Allen’s eyes flicked between their badges like he’d found rare trading cards.

“Wait,” he said, lowering his voice the way people do around anything official. “You both work here?”

Jackie didn’t look up. “Yes.”

Allen turned to Ray, nearly vibrating. “And you’re a scientist?”

Dr. Ray gave a polite smile. “I’m a scientist.”

Allen’s mouth opened wide enough to catch a satellite. “No way.”

Jackie finally glanced up. “Relax. We’re just people with deadlines.”

Jim leaned in, phone still recording, his voice dropping into his “I’m uncovering something” tone. “So two NASA scientists just happen to be on the public tour?”

Jackie’s eyes narrowed. “We’re on a mandatory compliance break. And this was the cheapest way to get out of our building without stepping into another fire drill.”

Dr. Ray nodded slightly. “Also, the tour path is a controlled area. It’s safe.”

Jim lifted a brow. “Safe is what people say right before it isn’t.”

Deb watched them all with a calm that didn’t match her clothes or her background. Deb wasn’t a scientist. She didn’t care about rockets the way Allen did. But she cared about people. How they stood. How they lied. How they didn’t.

Jackie was irritated, but honest. Jim was curious, but performative. Allen was pure excitement. Dr. Ray... was calm. Almost too calm. Like he knew how to keep panic on a leash.

The guide arrived—a woman named Maren, wearing the polite armor of authority. She went over the rules, all smiles and calm tones:


“Stay with the group. Don’t touch anything. Restricted means restricted.”



––––––––
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ALLEN RAISED HIS HAND. “What if the door isn’t marked?”

Maren didn’t miss a beat. “Then you still don’t go through it.”

The tour moved through glass cases and suspended shuttles. Deb caught details others didn’t—the way Maren kept glancing toward Dr. Ray and Jackie, how every camera in the hall seemed angled slightly inward.

They stopped at a hall labeled LUNAR SAMPLE STORAGE — REPLICA. Allen groaned in disappointment.

Jim whispered into his phone, “Translation: real stuff’s hidden.”

Deb’s eyes drifted to a door with no label. Plain gray panel. Keypad. A scrap of peeled tape above it.

She looked at Ray. Ray looked back. Then away.

The group moved on, but something in Deb’s chest felt off. A quiet pulse of wrongness.

When the tour reached the small theater, the lights dimmed for a video about “human destiny and discovery.” Allen leaned forward. Jim recorded audio. Jackie watched the exits. Dr. Ray watched the wall.

A faint seam broke the panel line—a hidden door. Ray’s hand twitched. The air shifted.

A tiny red light blinked once. Then again.

Deb saw it. Jackie saw it. Jim whispered, “Oh, hell.”

Dr. Ray didn’t move. His jaw was tight, his hand clenched, and his calm finally looked unnatural.

The screen filled with rockets and triumph. The narrator spoke of destiny.

But Deb wasn’t listening.

The light on the wall blinked again—like something had recognized him.

And Maren’s headset crackled.

Her voice stayed warm, but her eyes turned cold.


“Stay with the group,” she mouthed silently.



––––––––
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THE MOVIE PLAYED ON. The others didn’t notice.

But Deb knew. Jackie knew. And Dr. Ray knew.

This wasn’t just a tour anymore.

Something inside NASA had just woken up—and it knew one of them.

––––––––
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Chapter Two — The Detour
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Maren kept the group moving like she was paid by the minute.

Her smile stayed polite, practiced, and perfectly calm, the kind of calm that didn’t invite questions—it discouraged them. She walked with the confidence of someone who knew every camera angle and every blind spot, and she didn’t look back often... because she didn’t need to.

Allen stayed close, eyes wide, absorbing everything like he was trying to download NASA into his brain. Jackie walked half a step behind Maren, calm but watchful, the way you watch a door you don’t trust. Dr. Ray walked quieter than the others, hands relaxed, face neutral, like he was trying to look like he belonged on the tour without looking like he belonged too much.

Jim walked with his phone tucked at his chest like a badge, recording in little whispers.

“Group dynamic update,” he murmured. “Tour guide is too smooth. Two NASA scientists in the same tour. One curious civilian. One dancer. One...” he glanced at Allen, “...human Wikipedia.”

Deb heard him and didn’t even turn her head.

“If you say ‘exotic dancer’ into that phone,” she said, “I’m taking it and throwing it in a rocket display.”

Jim raised his hands, still walking. “Noted. For the record—Deb is not here for my nonsense. Deb is here because she has survival instincts.”

Deb finally looked at him. “Correct.”

They rounded a corner into a hall that felt less like a museum and more like a spine—longer, narrower, with fewer displays and more doors.

Maren’s pace increased.

“Next we’ll be viewing a presentation on current missions,” she said. “After that, we’ll proceed to the next section. Please stay together.”

Jim’s eyebrows lifted. “She said ‘stay together’ again,” he whispered. “That’s the third time. That’s not a suggestion. That’s an anxiety confession.”

Deb kept her hands in her pockets. “Or she knows people wander.”

Jim nodded. “And if they wander, they find things.”

Deb didn’t answer.

Because she was looking at a door.

It sat between two informational posters, plain gray, no label, no arrow, nothing to tell you what it led to. Just a keypad and a piece of old tape above it, peeled back like somebody had removed its name on purpose.

Deb’s steps slowed.

Jim slowed too.

Allen slowed because slowing was contagious.

Jackie noticed the slowing and immediately turned her head toward whatever caused it—because Jackie’s brain operated on threat detection.

Maren didn’t stop. She didn’t turn around. She just said, without looking back:

“That’s a staff corridor. Not part of the tour.”

Jim smiled like Christmas came early.

“Staff corridor,” he repeated, voice soft. “Which is also what you’d call a secret hallway if you didn’t want people to panic.”

Maren finally turned her head just enough to meet his eyes.

Her smile stayed pleasant.

Her voice did not.

“It’s restricted,” she said.

Jim nodded obediently, but his eyes stayed hungry.

Deb’s eyes drifted from the keypad to the tape mark.

Then to the floor.

The floor in front of that door wasn’t scuffed like the rest of the hall.

It was clean.

Too clean.

Like it got used.

Like people walked there regularly.

Deb’s stomach did that small drop it always did when something looked normal on top but wrong underneath.

She didn’t speak.

She just watched.

Dr. Ray’s eyes flicked to the door.

One quick glance.

Then away.

But Deb caught it.

The look wasn’t curiosity.

It was recognition.

And Ray’s jaw tightened for a heartbeat like he’d just heard a name he didn’t expect.

Jackie caught it too—because Jackie had been watching Ray since the theater. She’d been pretending she wasn’t, but she was.

“Ray,” Jackie murmured, low, meant only for him. “You know something about that door?”

Dr. Ray didn’t look at her. He kept walking.

“I don’t,” he said quietly.

Jackie didn’t press. Not yet.

Maren led them into another display area where a short corridor split into two directions.

A velvet rope blocked one path.

The other path—wider, brighter—held the obvious tour route.

Maren pointed to the bright route.

“We go this way,” she said.

Allen nodded like a student.

Jackie nodded like a person who planned to follow rules.

Dr. Ray nodded like a man trying not to think.

Jim nodded like a liar.

Deb nodded like someone who already knew trouble was nearby.

The group moved forward.

But as they passed the rope, Jim slowed again, just a fraction.

He slipped back like a man “fixing his shoelace.”

Deb didn’t even think. She slowed too.

Not because she was reckless.

Because she didn’t trust Jim alone with anything.

“Jim,” Deb whispered, “you better not.”

Jim looked up at her with a grin that said he was absolutely going to.

“Deb,” he whispered back, “you saw that door. You felt it. Don’t act like your curiosity doesn’t have hands.”

Deb narrowed her eyes. “My curiosity has a seatbelt.”

Jim’s grin widened. “Mine has a crowbar.”

Deb glanced ahead.

Maren had turned slightly to speak to Allen and Jackie about a mission patch display.

Dr. Ray was looking at the floor like he was counting steps.

No one was watching the rope.

Jim slid under it.

Deb’s breath caught.

“Jim—” she hissed.

Jim waved her in like he was inviting her into a store.

“Just a peek,” he whispered.

Deb stared at him.

This was the moment in every bad story when somebody does the one thing they were told not to do.

Deb knew that.

Which is exactly why she stepped under the rope too.

If somebody was going to do something stupid, she’d rather be there to stop it than hear about it after.

Allen saw them.

His eyes widened.

He took one step...

Then froze.

Jackie saw Allen freeze. She turned. Her eyes followed his gaze.

And then Jackie saw Jim and Deb under the rope.

Her face went still.

“Seriously?” Jackie muttered.

She took two quick steps and followed—because Jackie hated disorder, and if this turned into disorder, she wanted to control it.

Dr. Ray noticed Jackie leaving. He looked up, saw the rope, saw movement—his eyes sharpened.

For the first time, his calm cracked.

“Jackie,” he said, low.

Jackie didn’t stop.

“Just making sure your podcaster doesn’t get us arrested,” she whispered back.

Dr. Ray hesitated.

A normal man would have stayed.

A careful man would have called Maren.

Dr. Ray did neither.

He followed.

Because something in the restricted hallway pulled on him like gravity.

The corridor behind the rope wasn’t dramatic.

It wasn’t lit with warning lights or guarded by soldiers.

It was simply... quieter.

The air changed.

Less museum.

More facility.

The walls were plain. The lights were cooler. The sound felt absorbed, like the hallway had been designed to keep secrets from echoing.

Jim walked first, phone raised.

“Okay,” he whispered, “this is officially the good part.”

Deb leaned close. “Put the phone down. If there’s cameras, they’ll see the screen glare.”

Jim blinked like that had never occurred to him.

He lowered the phone.

Jackie looked around, frowning. “This is a service route. It shouldn’t feel... maintained.”

Deb’s eyes landed on the floor again.

No dust.

No debris.

Just clean tile and faint scuff marks—recent ones.

“Somebody uses this,” Deb whispered.

Jim nodded, thrilled. “Which means somebody hides something.”

They reached a bend.

And there it was.

The unlabeled gray door with the keypad and the peeled tape.

Up close, it looked newer than the hallway around it.

Newer metal.

Newer screws.

But the keypad was old.

Not broken-old.

Old like “kept on purpose.”

Jim leaned closer. “No label,” he whispered. “Why would you remove a label?”

Jackie answered without looking at him. “To reduce attention.”

Jim smiled. “Exactly.”

Deb glanced at Dr. Ray.

Ray stood very still, eyes on the keypad.

Like he was remembering a dream.

Jackie saw his face.

“Ray,” she said, sharper now. “Talk.”

Dr. Ray swallowed. His voice stayed calm, but it had a strain in it now.

“I don’t know why this feels familiar,” he said quietly. “But it does.”

Jim’s grin faded slightly. “Familiar how?”

Ray’s eyes stayed on the keypad.

“Like I’ve stood here,” Ray said, “before.”

Deb felt the hair rise on her arms.

Jackie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not possible.”

Ray didn’t answer.

Because the keypad did.

A soft click.

A tiny light blinked on—red, then green—like it had just recognized something.

No one touched it.

No one entered a code.

It just... responded.

Jim’s voice dropped. “Okay. That’s—”

The light blinked again.

Then the air vent above them whispered.

A low hum.

A system waking up.

Deb took one step back.

“We need to go,” she said.
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