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THE LUNGS OF Mars










Aaron Strobe had always believed that history favored the bold, but he never imagined boldness would mean treason.






The year was 2095, five years before the catastrophe that would end Earth as we know it, and Aaron should have been home celebrating his forty-third birthday with his wife and two daughters. Instead, he was forty feet underground in a forgotten wing of the Johnson Space Center, listening to the rhythmic drip of condensation as he pried open the rusted hatch that would become the doorway to humanity’s last, desperate gamble.






His project had many working titles over the past decade—Terraform Beta, HERMES Atmospheric Initiative, Operation Greenrise—but none of them captured what he felt when he closed his eyes and imagined it.






Life. Breath. Continuation. A new world rising from the carcass of the old.






Eden-1.






The Lungs of Mars.






Even thinking the name made his pulse quicken.






The hatch gave way with a groaning metallic screech, and stale air puffed out like the exhalation of a tomb sealed before he was born. Aaron clicked on his shoulder lamp and descended the ladder into the abandoned basement, boots landing on cracked tiles mottled with grime.






Perfect.






Hidden. Quiet. Forgotten.






Exactly what he needed.






He stepped forward, brushing aside dangling wires that swayed like dead vines. Old NASA signage—faded reds and blues—still clung to the concrete walls, relics of a program mothballed decades earlier. One sign read, 'Authorized Personnel Only.' Another still bore the NASA worm logo, cracked through the middle.






“This will do,” he whispered to himself. The room had become an old storage facility, which eventually led to it being forgotten by the many senior project managers who passed through over the years.






And it would. It had to.






The world above was coming apart faster than any model predicted. Nations bristled like porcupines; alliances cracked; weapons systems came online with hair-trigger response times. The air had changed too—tiny anomalies in density and pressure that only the atmospheric teams noticed at first. The ionosphere developed thin spots that weren’t supposed to exist. Satellites blinked in and out of communication. Storm patterns shifted into spirals that defied every climate forecast.






Something was happening.






Something catastrophic.






A nuclear war seemed almost inevitable—although no one wanted to say that out loud.






And while governments postured, threatened, blamed, and bargained, Aaron built a lifeboat.






He set his pack down and knelt, running a gloved hand along the wall’s cold surface. “This is where it starts,” he murmured. “Not Mars. Not yet. Here.”






The plan was madness, brilliance, and treason braided together: a full-scale atmospheric rebirth system designed for Mars, secretly prototyped on Earth in a hidden underground chamber beneath one of NASA’s least-monitored zones.






Eden-1 would purify toxins. Regenerate oxygen. Seed microbes capable of transforming a dead environment into fertile ecosystems. The goal on Mars was simple: build millions of domes across the northern hemisphere, starting in the Jezero Crater region of the planet—the old rover landing site—and let those domes grow into self-sustaining forests, fields, oceans. Miniature Earths.






But Aaron’s real secret?






Eden-1 would work here, too.






If disaster struck Earth first—and every day made it clearer that it would—he could activate the prototype buried beneath Launchpad 6. Shielded. Hidden. Powerful enough to create at least one habitable zone, one region where, if he were able to return, he could still survive.






He didn’t tell NASA that part.






He didn’t tell anyone.






Not until he recruited Jared.






Jared. Young. Brilliant. Desperate for purpose.






And tragically easy to manipulate. He was young enough to be easily molded into what Aaron needed him to be, but old enough to show signs of true brilliance. He was just incredibly naïve. None of that was his fault, though. The program recruited young adults to think only as NASA instructed. To only focus on what mattered most. Thinking outside the box for research still meant not daring to be bold or to color outside the lines.






* * *






When he heard footsteps entering the old basement an hour later, Aaron didn’t startle. He kept working—wiping dust from a console and testing the power conduits he'd rerouted through the facility's forgotten circuits.






Jared’s voice drifted into the room, tinged with youthful uncertainty. “Dr. Strobe?”






“Down here,” Aaron called, not glancing up.






Jared descended the ladder carefully, boots clanging on the rungs. His dark hair stuck to his forehead, sweat beading along his temples. He was twenty-eight, barely five years into his career, and already terrified of making the wrong move.






Exactly what Aaron needed.






“What… is this place?” Jared asked, eyes wide as he took in the cavernous room.






“A former environmental simulation chamber,” Aaron said casually. “Abandoned during early Artemis research. Perfect for testing.”






“Testing what?”






Aaron turned to him, expression calm, measured, reassuring.






“Eden-1.”






Jared blinked. “…The terraforming proposal? Sir, that was shelved months ago.”






“Officially,” Aaron agreed. “Unofficially, it lives here.”






Jared hesitated. “Sir, this can’t be sanctioned. If NASA finds out—”






“They won’t,” Aaron said sharply. He stepped closer, lowering his voice to a near whisper. “And you will not breathe a word of this to anyone. Not your team. Not your supervisors. Not even internal systems.”






Jared swallowed. “Why me?”






“Because you’re ambitious,” Aaron said. “Because you’re brilliant. Because you believe in a future where we do more than survive. And because I can make sure your career never recovers if you walk away.”






The color drained from Jared’s face. “Is that a threat?”






“A promise,” Aaron said softly. “But also an opportunity. Work with me, and you’ll be part of something that changes the human story forever.”






He watched Jared wrestle with the choice—ethics clashing with dreams, fear clashing with genius.






He knew which side would win.






Jared’s shoulders slumped slightly. “You said Eden-1 could theoretically generate enough oxygen to support whole biomes. But that’s assuming optimal Martian conditions. Why build it here?”






Aaron turned back to the console and powered it on. Blue lights flickered, then stabilized.






“Because Earth doesn’t have optimal conditions anymore either,” he said quietly. “And because Mars isn’t ready. Not yet. But we are running out of time here.”






Jared stepped beside him. “You think war is coming.”






“I think war is already here,” Aaron murmured.






Outside, the faint rumble of distant military jets echoed across the Texas dusk. The news feeds were full of missile tests, escalating sanctions, and veiled threats between superpowers. The world was suffocating under the weight of pride and fear.






But not here.






Not in Eden-1.






Here, life could begin again.






Jared exhaled shakily. “What do you need from me?”






“Everything,” Aaron said. “Every ounce of skill you possess. Every idea you’ve ever been afraid to share. Every late night and early morning, you can give.”






“And in return?” Jared asked.






Aaron smiled faintly. “You get to save humanity.”






They worked in secret for months.






Aaron fabricated prototypes using stolen components and black-budget materials routed through defunct research codes no one had checked in years. Some of the pieces arrived half-functional, others were relics from canceled weapons programs, disguised in inventory logs as “unallocated thermal assemblies” or “archival test chassis.” He learned to work with what he could scavenge—composites that warped under the wrong frequency, polymers that refused to bond unless flash-frozen, micro-reactors built to withstand impacts they would never encounter in this lab.






Jared, meanwhile, restructured atmospheric-engine algorithms until they sounded like gibberish to anyone without classified access. His simulations grew stranger with each iteration—turbulent cascades looping back into themselves, humidity algorithms that behaved like logic traps, thermal diffusers that only stabilized when the math was pushed past what should have been computational nonsense. Still, he kept going. They both did.






Their early prototypes were brutal things.






Prototype A-01 collapsed the moment it activated the oxygen-propagation field, coughing up a plume of ionized dust.






Version A-03 over-pressurized its nutrient-dispersal system, flooding the chamber with a sticky, amber-colored gel that took three days to scrub off the support rails.






The skeletal-ecosystem module in A-07 bent inward on itself, vertebrae-like structures snapping in sequence as though the machine tried—and failed—to stand.






The microbial generator series fared no better; one batch replicated too slowly, another too aggressively, and one produced an unclassified bloom that forced them to incinerate half the lab.






But each failure revealed something—a stress point, a missing equation, a boundary they hadn’t known existed. The prototypes became less monstrous, more coherent. Systems began to cooperate rather than tear themselves apart. Fields stabilized. Frames held.






They told no one.






Their official cover remained impeccable: “dormant file cleanup,” a department so insignificant that even the auditors ignored it. Resource pulls went unnoticed. Electrical spikes were chalked up to old infrastructure. And as the world above spiraled into deeper instability—political fractures, resource shortages, a climate teetering at the edge of irreversibility—they kept building.






Every night, they descended into the chamber.






Every morning, they resurfaced quietly.






Every day, the prototypes failed just a little less.






And somewhere between trial A-27 and A-31, something finally held together long enough to breathe.






The first working model—still fragile, still imperfect—waited in the dark for its reveal.






And everything that came next would depend on it. Aaron began noticing strange tremors that weren’t earthquakes. Unexplained electrical fluctuations. Anomalous readings in the upper atmosphere. Communication blackouts lasting seconds too long.






Something felt wrong—bigger than war, deeper than politics.






Three months into Eden-1’s development, Aaron unlocked a crate delivered under one of his old project codes—one that should’ve been retired years ago. The tracking data was stripped clean, the routing logs overwritten. It looked like a shipment meant for a ghost.






Inside was a prototype oxygen engine unlike anything he had ever designed.






He stared at it for a long moment before touching it. He hadn’t ordered it—not directly. Not officially. And certainly not through channels anyone could trace. Yet here it was.






He lifted the device carefully. It was lightweight, metallic white, with a finish that felt grown rather than manufactured. Smooth curvature. No visible seams. No ports. No screws. Just one continuous surface broken only by a faint emblem near its base—a perfect circle intersected by three thin lines, forming a symbol he had seen only once before, in a dossier he was never meant to open.






A nation no one acknowledged. A research bloc on the map was admitted to exist. Their technology was rumored to be a generation ahead of anything his own government had ever created…and catastrophically unregulated.






“I’ve never seen tech like this,” Jared whispered behind him. “Where did it come from?”






Aaron rotated the engine, watching the faint reflections chase each other across its seamless skin.






“No idea,” he said.






But the device pulsed when he touched it.






A soft thrum, almost a heartbeat.






Warm.






Responsive.






Alive.






Jared didn’t notice the expression Aaron tried to suppress—the flash of recognition, the complicated mixture of relief and dread.






Because Aaron did know where it came from.






He knew exactly whose emblem that was.






And he knew what was required to obtain a device like this secretly, quietly, without triggering diplomatic alarms.






But he wasn’t ready to share any of that. Not yet.






They would integrate it into Eden-1.






They would test it.






They would marvel at how effortlessly it outperformed every engine they'd built so far.






And months from now—long after the device became the backbone of Eden-1’s core systems—they would discover what Aaron didn’t:






that beneath the polished surface, beneath the elegant resonance and seamless power output, something inside the engine was fundamentally unstable.






It hummed gently in Aaron’s hands, waiting to be awakened. He knew it would be his legacy.






What he did not know was that the boy who would one day guide survivors through the radioactive ruins—the ghost child named Noah—was already alive, already breathing the fragile air Aaron was desperately trying to protect.






Aaron Hale sealed the chamber, climbed the ladder, and locked the hatch behind him.






Above him, the world marched toward oblivion.






Below him, the seeds of salvation waited in the dark.
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THE WATCHERS










THE storms began the same week the crate arrived—like a bad omen disguised as a coincidence.


At first, they were harmless enough. Thin ribbons of cloud unfurled across the sky like drifting ink, curling and looping in slow spirals that felt almost deliberate. In the early mornings, the patterns stretched from horizon to horizon, pale silver against a bruised-blue backdrop, twisting into shapes that made the hairs on Aaron’s arms lift. Birds avoided them. Air traffic was diverted around them. The wind carried a faint metallic tang, as if brushing across unseen machinery.


Meteorologists appeared on every channel, insisting the formations were “unusual but non-threatening,” their smiles a little too stiff, their posture a little too rehearsed. They spoke in calm tones, tapping charts and thermal maps that flickered with glitchy, pulsating swirls of color.


Aaron didn’t believe a word of it.


He’d spent too many years modeling atmospheric anomalies—too many nights hunched over spectral analysis charts, chasing patterns everyone else thought were noise—to trust polite press conferences and well-behaved data visualizations. Storms didn’t form in perfect spirals. They didn’t pulse like living things. And they certainly didn’t show up the same week a mysterious crate slipped its way through old clearance codes and landed on his loading dock without a sender.


Something was wrong.


The sky knew it, and so did he.


But today, as he emerged from the abandoned basement and walked toward the main building, he felt the shift down to his bones.


The air hummed.


Not metaphorically.


Not poetically.


Literally.


A faint vibration crept through the soles of his boots, a trembling too steady to be seismic and too deliberate to be a coincidence. He paused in the middle of the walkway, scanning the sky. Clouds gathered overhead in a thick, circular formation—not storm clouds, but something sharper, more geometric. They formed a perfect ring, unmoving, like a lid pressed over the city.


“Another anomaly?” a voice called from behind.


Aaron turned to see Dr. Sophia Ramirez approaching, her dark hair tied back, her badge glinting in the pale afternoon light. She was head of Upper Atmosphere Communications and one of the few people he respected on-site.


“Pressure inversion,” Aaron replied, keeping his tone casual. “Probably just a miscalculation in the seasonal jet streams.”


Sophia raised an eyebrow. “Jet streams don’t form perfect circles.”


Aaron offered a half smile. “Then they’ve learned new tricks.”


She snorted, but her gaze lingered on the sky. “You ever get the feeling we’re not the ones running this planet anymore?”


Aaron’s stomach clenched. He thought of the crate. The emblem. The way the device pulsed under his palm was like a heartbeat.


“Yes,” he said quietly. “I get that feeling a lot.”


Sophia shivered. “Whatever this is… it feels wrong.”


“It is wrong,” Aaron said internally, but aloud he simply nodded. “I’ll run a few models when I get the chance.”


“See that you do,” she replied, then added under her breath, “Before Washington decides it’s an attack.”


Aaron’s pulse quickened. “Has there been talk?”


“There’s always talk,” she said. “But lately? There’s fear.”


She glanced around as if the walls themselves might listen, then lowered her voice. “Word is, military surveillance picked up something in low orbit last night. A reflective object. No propulsion signature. No ID tag.”


A chill crawled down Aaron’s spine. “Debris?”


“Maybe.” Her jaw tightened. “Maybe not.”


Before he could respond, Sophia’s pager chirped sharply. She sighed, tapped the screen, and nodded toward Mission Control.


“Duty calls. Try not to blow anything up today.”


Aaron forced a smile. “No promises.”


She jogged off, leaving Aaron alone beneath the impossible circle in the sky.


He watched it for a moment longer.


Then the circle pulsed.


No thunder. No lightning. No sound.


Just a flicker of movement across the clouds—as if something enormous had blinked.


Aaron stepped back instinctively.


Not a storm.


Not natural.


A warning.


He headed inside, pulse racing, sweat forming beneath his collar despite the cool air. The deeper he walked into the labyrinth of corridors, the more certain he became:


Someone else was watching.


Someone who already knew about Eden-1.


And someone who did not want him meddling with the future.






Back in the underground chamber


Jared was already there.


He must have sprinted from his dorm; his hair was plastered to his forehead, and his breathing was uneven. He hovered over the oxygen engine on the workbench as though afraid it might evaporate.


“Dr. Hale.” His voice shook. “The readings are off the scale.”


Aaron approached slowly. “Define off.”


Jared didn’t speak—he simply turned the monitor.


The device now emitted a soft glow, faint but undeniable. Its internal activity showed a rhythm… almost like a pulsation. Not heat. Not energy discharge.


A pattern.


A signal.


Aaron’s heart pounded. “Is it broadcasting?”


“Yes.” Jared’s voice cracked. “But not on any channel I recognize. It’s not electromagnetic. Not chemical. Not thermal. It’s—”


He struggled for the word.


“Intentional,” Aaron finished.


Jared nodded weakly.


Aaron leaned closer to the engine. The emblem—the three intersecting lines—seemed sharper today, more defined. As though responding to something outside the room.


“You said it arrived under one of your old project codes,” Jared whispered. “You didn’t order it. So who did?”


“Someone with access. Or someone who bypassed access.” Aaron paused. “And someone who knew exactly what Eden-1 needed before we did.”


Jared swallowed hard. “Sir… what if this wasn’t meant for us?”


Aaron stared at the machine, dread curling through him.


“That,” he said, “is what I’m afraid of.”


Later that night


Aaron drove home long after dark, the highway nearly deserted, his headlights carving thin tunnels of visibility through the humid night air. Mist clung to the pavement like a living thing, swirling into ghostly shapes that dissolved beneath the beams. Every so often, a distant flash illuminated the low-hanging cloud cover—silent lightning, sheetlike and unnatural, turning the world momentarily white.


The radio wouldn’t stay quiet.


Alerts bled into one another, overlapping like frantic whispers.


Emergency broadcasts crackled with meteorological warnings: sudden pressure drops, conflicting wind signatures, heat spirals blooming where no heat should exist. The anchors spoke faster than their training allowed, stumbling over updates as temperature gradients flickered and shifted faster than the models could track. Static bled into the signal, rising and falling in uneasy pulses—as if something vast and electrical were breathing just beyond the ionosphere.


Then came the reports of satellite outages—entire clusters blinking off the grid for minutes at a time. Not mechanical failures. Not debris. Just… gone. As if something in the upper atmosphere were brushing them aside with casual, invisible force, leaving navigation systems stuttering and international comms tripping over themselves.


Between the warnings, diplomatic broadcasts fought for airtime. The tone had lost its familiar polish. These voices were tight, clipped, the edges sharp with strain. They avoided certain words—crisis, escalation, unknown—but the absence said more than reassurance ever could. Their statements, meant to calm, carried undertones of alarm, of governments squinting into the sky and seeing something they couldn’t categorize.


Brief bursts of interference kept surging through the transmissions—white-hot flashes that made the speakers falter mid-sentence.


Aaron tightened his grip on the steering wheel.


The night around him felt charged, humming with a low-frequency tension his instruments couldn't yet quantify. Every broadcast, every flicker of interference, every too-bright flash on the horizon made it harder to pretend the world wasn’t sliding toward something it didn’t have language for.


The world was unraveling.


Faster than he could build a replacement.


He parked in his driveway, but before he could get out, his phone buzzed.


A message from an unknown number.


I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE BUILDING.


STOP NOW


OR YOU WILL BE EXPOSED.


Aaron stared at the screen, breath frozen.


Exposed? Who else had knowledge besides Jared? He didn’t know.


But whoever sent that message wasn’t guessing.


They were certain.


They were confident.


And they were watching.


Aaron turned off the phone, stepped out of the car, and forced his face into something approaching calm as he walked toward the front door. He placed his hand on the doorknob. Inside, he could already hear the faint sound of his daughters laughing—tiny echoes of normal life in a world quietly slipping out of control. The sound grounded him, softened the adrenaline still coursing through his system from the drive home. When he stepped into the kitchen, the familiar glow of warm lights and the smell of sautéed garlic wrapped around him like a reminder of who he was outside the lab.


Dinner was simple—pasta, a side salad, his younger daughter proudly presenting lopsided garlic bread she’d “helped” make. His wife asked about his day in the gentle, habitual way she always did, and he answered with practiced half-truths. He asked about homework, dance practice, and the missing library book. They laughed about a spilled drink, teased each other over nothing at all.


But beneath every smile, Aaron felt the tension coiling in his chest. The storm reports. The interference. The crate.


He chewed, nodded, and laughed in the right places.


All while a quiet certainty gnawed at him:


something was coming, and he wasn’t ready to share it—not yet. Then hesitated.


The circle in the sky.


The crate.


The pulsation.


The warning.


Someone, or something, knew more about Eden-1 than he did.


And if they wanted him to stop…


It meant Eden-1 worked.


Too well.
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JARED










JARED HAD learned three things in his first year at NASA:




  	Never look too confident, or the senior engineers would bury you in pointless busywork.


  	Never look too nervous, or the senior engineers would bury you in mentorship you didn’t ask for.


  	Never ask questions after 9 p.m., because the people with real power were still awake, listening.





Tonight, he broke all three rules.


The lab in Building 9 was strangely quiet when he entered—quiet enough that the hum of the ventilation system felt too loud, too present. He clocked in, grabbed a datapad, and went straight for Station E, where he was supposed to meet the new recruit assigned to the Atmospheric Resilience Unit.


Her name was Lena.


A brilliant recommendation packet, a history of top academic scores, and a former internship with Artemis-III propulsion. Brilliant, ambitious, probably trouble. The kind of person who, in another lifetime, he might’ve admired.


But right now, all she represented was a risk. Her curiosity spilled into every detail, even the details that had no meaning or purpose. She was under the impression our team was testing the Atmospheric Resilience Unit, but in reality, we were testing Eden-1. Dr. Hale became desperate and started releasing cracks of research that needed to be sealed with sufficient data and testing, so he thought this girl would be a good fit. I thought it was a bad idea, but I was told not to focus my thoughts on anything else.


She stood at the far end of the lab, brown hair pulled back into a loose ponytail, safety goggles resting on her forehead, tapping settings into the oxygen purifier’s control module. When she saw him approach, she smiled—warm, open, like the world above wasn’t slowly spiraling into madness.


“You must be Jared,” she said.


“Yeah,” he replied, sharper than he intended.


Her smile faltered slightly. “I’ve heard good things. Dr. Hale said you’re the one to watch.”


Jared stiffened at the mention. “He says that about everyone.”


“Not according to literally everyone else,” Lena said, crossing her arms playfully. “Apparently, you’re brilliant, impossible to read, and terrible at small talk.”


“I’m not terrible at small talk,” Jared muttered.


“You didn’t say hello.”


He blinked. “…hello.”


She grinned. “There it is.”


He turned away, pretending to review the purifier specs. His heart was pounding. He hated how readable he was to people like her—people who came in bright and hopeful, untouched by the weight of things they weren’t supposed to know.


“So,” Lena said, leaning over to check the temperature regulator, “we’re testing atmospheric purification under extreme thermal conditions, right?”


“Right.”


“And these units are the first prototypes built for some Mars project?”


“Yes.”


“And you haven’t slept in… what, two days?”


“Three,” Jared snapped.


She paused, studying him closely. “You okay?”


“I’m fine.”


“You don’t look fine.”


“I’m not here to look fine.”


Lena didn’t push further, but he saw the concern linger in her eyes before she returned her attention to her work. The system was sleek—compact, modular, designed to run autonomously for years. Their job was simple in theory: expose the purifier to alternating blasts of cryogenic temperatures and high heat, then track efficiency loss.


But nothing at NASA was simple.


And nothing this month had been normal.


Jared adjusted the coolant valves while Lena calibrated the thermal chamber. Her movements were calm, efficient—a steady rhythm of someone who trusted her environment.


He envied her.


“You’re tense,” she said suddenly.


“I’m working.”


“No, you’re vibrating.”


“…I’m fine.”


Lena sighed. “Something’s wrong. You know something’s wrong. I can feel it.”


Jared swallowed hard. His throat tightened. “Please. Just focus on the test.”


That shut her up.


For a moment.


The chamber door sealed with a soft hiss. The purifier activated, humming softly as temperature indicators began to climb. Data streamed across the monitor—stable readings, promising numbers, nothing unusual.


“Looks good so far,” Lena said.


Jared nodded. “It should hold.”


“It better,” she replied. “Because if Mars ends up as a half-terraformed wasteland, I’m blaming you personally.”


He didn’t answer. Couldn’t.


Because for the first time all evening, the tension in his chest loosened—just a fraction—under the warmth of her voice.


Maybe she would understand.


Maybe she would—


A soft pop sounded in the chamber.


Then a crack.


Then a boom.


The purifier exploded.


Not violently—more like a pressure vessel rupturing under stress—but loud enough to rattle the metal tables and send both of them stumbling backward.


Red lights flared. Alarms wailed.


“What the hell—?!” Lena yelled, rushing to the emergency shutoff.


“Don’t open it!” Jared grabbed her arm, heart hammering.


“It’s overheating!” she protested.


“I know!”


The lights flickered. Smoke hissed from the seams of the chamber door.


Other researchers ran into the lab shouting orders, sealing off sections, calling for incident response.


But before anyone could approach them, a firm hand closed around Jared’s shoulder.


He froze.


Aaron Hale stood behind him, face perfectly calm amid the chaos.


“Mr. Cole,” Hale said quietly, “you’re needed elsewhere.”


Lena looked between them, stunned. “Dr. Hale, I can finish the report—”


“You will,” Hale said without even glancing at her. “Jared is required for a different matter.”


Jared’s pulse skyrocketed. “Sir, the failure—”


“—is irrelevant,” Hale said smoothly. “Follow me.”


The look he gave Jared was unmistakable:


Now.


Before they start asking questions.


Jared cast one last glance at Lena. Her eyes were sharp, confused, worried.


“Jared,” she said softly, “are you sure you—”


He turned away.


He didn’t trust himself to answer.


Hale guided him out of the lab, down the corridor, past the commotion, and into the elevator that led nowhere junior researchers were ever allowed to go.


The doors slid shut.


Silence pressed in.


Hale finally spoke.


“You’ve been sloppy,” he said.


Jared’s stomach sank. “The purifier—”


“No. You.” Hale’s expression hardened. “You let someone see you losing control. That cannot happen.”


Jared swallowed. “I didn’t say anything.”


“You said enough,” Hale replied coldly. “I could see it in her stupid face.”


Jared clenched his fists. “She’s not stupid.”


“That’s exactly the problem.”


The elevator descended deeper into the facility, lights dimming as they passed levels that didn’t appear on any blueprint Jared had ever seen.


“From this moment forward,” Hale continued, “you keep every thought, every fear, every suspicion to yourself. You speak to no one unless necessary. Do you understand me?”


“Yes,” Jared whispered.


“Good.”


Hale’s eyes glinted.


“Because our work is nearing a turning point. And we don’t have time for distractions.”


The elevator stopped.


The doors opened.


The cold air of the forgotten underground chamber washed over them.


Jared forced his breathing steady.


This was the real NASA. The one no one was ready to know about, but the one that would save everything.

