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The corridors were deserted at that hour.
Only the steady hum of the servers filled the silence that deepened night after night in the underground floor of the European Institute for Linguistic Research, on the outskirts of Geneva.
The cold, white glow of recessed panels reflected off the metallic walls and polished floor, conjuring an atmosphere both sterile and faintly hostile. Yet inside Room 3B, there was warmth. The warmth of ideas. The warmth of wonder.

Mário Azevedo sat alone, as he preferred during the final hours of his shift.
A senior technician on Project LUX — one of Europe’s most ambitious linguistic artificial intelligence programmes — he had spent the past three years feeding algorithms with every known dead language, obscure religious texts, mistranslated manuscripts, and dialects long abandoned by the living.
That was the mission: to create a system capable of recognising and reconstructing linguistic structures that the human mind could no longer decipher.

Mário’s eyes froze on the central monitor. Something was out of place in the routine cascade of system checks. A new file glowed in the main directory — no digital signature, no trace of access.

He frowned. He hadn’t uploaded it.

With a click, the window opened. The screen filled with fragmented symbols: strokes that resembled Aramaic yet curled into almost Celtic spirals; characters suggestive of Phoenician inscriptions, but broken, as if eroded by time itself.

Mário leaned forward, heart quickening. He was an expert in comparative linguistics. Over the years, he had deciphered inscriptions others had dismissed as impossible. But these symbols... they felt like echoes of many traditions woven into a single, alien voice.

He drew a deep breath, reached for a notebook, and began sketching patterns. On a second screen, he opened the lexical databases he had spent years feeding into LUX: Sumerian, Coptic, Ugaritic, Archaic Greek.

Nothing matched.

He tried automated translation sequences, phoneme alignment, even probabilistic reconstructions. Each attempt returned the same void: error, incoherence, fragments without meaning.

He ran a hand across his face. His instincts told him this was no random noise. There was structure in those marks — a structure that eluded him.

For an instant, the room seemed to shrink. The hum of the servers swelled into something like an underground chorus. Mário fixed his gaze on the screen. The lines remained motionless, as though silently defying him.

One truth pressed against his mind: they did not appear to be of human origin.

The wall clock crept towards two in the morning when Mário, his hands still trembling, reached for the internal phone.
‘Director Vallot...’ His voice came out hoarse, lower than he intended. ‘You need to come. Now.’
On the other end, silence lingered for a beat. Then came the curt reply:
‘Azevedo, I trust you are aware of the hour.’
‘I know. But I wasn’t the one who brought this into the system. And I can’t decipher it.’

The line stayed dead for a moment longer, until Vallot spoke again.
‘I’m on my way.’
He did not live far. Fifteen minutes later, the reinforced door of Room 3B opened with the metallic echo of a cell giving way. Vallot entered, immaculate in his dark suit despite the late hour. His gaze swept the screen without a word, only the brief furrowing of his brow.

‘Show me.’

Mário explained quickly: the file with no origin, the impossible symbols, the failure of every automated system. Vallot leaned forward, forearms resting on the cold surface, studying the stream of signs for a long moment.

‘Not random,’ he murmured. ‘But nothing I recognise either.’

He straightened, pulling his phone from his pocket — a gesture that carried the weight of a calculated decision.
‘This is beyond your remit, Azevedo. I’ll call Dr Claire Moreau.’
Mário’s eyes widened. ‘The cryptographer?’

‘The very same.’ Vallot was already dialling. ‘If anyone can make sense of this riddle, it will be her.’

In the silence that followed, the hum of the servers seemed to thicken, as though the Institute itself were waiting for the arrival of the one who might finally give those marks a name.

Little more than half an hour later, the soft click of heels echoed along the deserted corridor. The door swung open, and Dr Claire Moreau appeared. Her hair was tied back in a neat bun, her pale eyes glinting behind slender frames. She looked not as though she had been dragged from bed, but rather from an office where she had been working late — always prepared, always in control.

‘Vallot...’ She greeted him with the briefest of nods. ‘What is so urgent it could not wait until dawn?’

Vallot merely gestured towards the screen. ‘See for yourself.’

Moreau stepped closer. Instinctively, Mário moved back, yielding space to someone accustomed to commanding a room. She leaned in, studying the symbols in silence. Her fingers brushed her chin, as if the gesture might help align her thoughts.

‘Fascinating...’ she murmured, almost to herself. ‘Fragments of several linguistic families, yet no stable pattern.’

‘Can you translate it?’ Vallot asked.

‘Translate?’ A short, ironic smile flickered across her lips. ‘I’m not even certain this is a language—or a simulation of one. But...’ she adjusted her glasses ‘...it isn’t noise. There’s structure here. Something deliberate.’

Mário dared to intervene. ‘I tried every lexical cross-reference in LUX. Nothing aligns.’

Moreau turned towards him, weighing him as one might weigh the usefulness of a tool. ‘I’m not surprised.’ Then to Vallot: ‘We’ll need outside expertise.’

Mário cleared his throat, hesitant, but urgency compelled him to speak.
‘There is someone... someone who worked closely with us in the early days of Project LUX. He knows the intricacies, the flaws, the blind spots. If anyone can make sense of this, it’s him.’
Vallot lifted his head slowly, as though each word had fallen too heavily. His expression hardened. ‘Do not mention that name to me.’ His tone was not rage, but cold disapproval. ‘He chose to walk away. To turn his back.’

‘He did,’ Mário pressed, his voice firmer than he expected of himself. ‘But that doesn’t erase what he knows. And right now, we need answers, not resentments.’

Silence thickened, broken only by the relentless hum of the servers. Vallot stood motionless for several seconds, then drew a long breath and closed his eyes, as if yielding to inevitability.
‘If it must be... then so be it.’
Across the room, Moreau straightened, arms folded. Her gaze gleamed with a near-academic hunger.
‘I know someone as well,’ she said calmly, though conviction sharpened her voice. ‘A brilliant specialist, who studied fragments very much like these. She even published on them—though few paid attention at the time.’
‘And you believe she can decipher this?’ Vallot asked.

‘If anyone can, it’s her.’ Moreau did not blink.

The air seemed to cool. Vallot regarded them both, weighing them as pieces on a board. Then he adjusted his overcoat, the gesture closing the discussion.
‘Very well.’ His voice echoed low but firm. ‘Bring them in. I want them here. Now.’
It sounded like an order carved in stone. Yet in truth, it was Vallot himself who made the first move. That same night, with the precision of a man accustomed to shifting unseen pieces, he was the one who re-established contact with Gabriel.
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Fine rain pattered against the roof of the old house in Cedofeita, tracing a constant murmur that seemed the only living sound at that hour. Northern winters had a way of turning streets into silent rivers and rooftops into melancholy drums.

Upstairs, Gabriel Rocha leaned back in his chair, fingers kneading his temples in a restless cadence. On the monitor before him, the same sequence of Sumerian glyphs repeated for what felt like the hundredth time—imperfect fragments, torn from time itself, carved on a ritual vessel unearthed near Nippur in 1929. Symbols worn and broken, which he had spent weeks attempting to piece together with little progress.

His makeshift study filled the attic of the house he had inherited from his grandfather. The walls were lined with shelves crammed with weary books, each scarred by marginal notes, testimony to endless nights of labour. The volumes were arranged in improbable constellations: proto-Aramaic scripts side by side with Tibetan transcriptions, grammars of extinct tongues stacked with medieval manuscripts no one read any more. The air was heavy with the scent of old paper and stale coffee, as though even the oxygen carried centuries of scholarship.

Gabriel was a linguist. One of the finest.

A visiting professor at several universities, he had deciphered fragments others deemed impenetrable—from Hittite tablets to inscriptions carved in Amazonian caves. He had published articles that earned him prestige in certain rarefied academic circles, and disdain in more orthodox ones. That was the price of audacity: to walk always on the border between what science accepted and what specialists preferred to ignore.

But he was also a tired man. A man who had spent too long deciphering fragments of dead worlds, building fragile bridges towards meanings that perhaps no longer wished to be found.

He sighed. The cursor on the monitor blinked with a rhythm almost mocking, as though daring him to give up.

Then an icon flashed in the corner of the screen.
EIRL.secure — Priority.
Gabriel straightened at once. He knew that acronym: the European Institute for Linguistic Research. This was no ordinary message—least of all at such an hour.

He opened the window. Only a single line appeared, encrypted yet unmistakable:

“I need you here. LUX has executed something unprogrammed. Seventy hours remain.”
Signature: V.
Gabriel froze. Vallot.
The name he had tried so many times to forget.
For two years he had worked closely with the core team of Project LUX. He knew better than anyone what that machine was capable of—and what dangers it carried. But profound ethical rifts had driven him to abandon the Institute, and ever since he had sworn never to return.

No one, save Vallot and a handful of others, knew of his intimate connection to LUX.
No one, except those still inside.
The message vanished as abruptly as it had appeared, as if it had never existed.
And in that thick silence, Gabriel knew his peace had been stolen.
Seconds later, a new notification lit up the screen. An email.

The subject line was laconic: Ticket confirmed.

In the body of the message, only a booking code and itinerary: Porto–Geneva, flight TP944, departure 06:10.

The ticket had already been purchased in his name.
They had made the decision for him.
Gabriel leaned back in his chair, eyes fixed on the monitor. The weight of inevitability pressed down upon his shoulders.

He closed the laptop slowly, rose, and began to prepare a small shoulder bag: a pair of shirts, a notebook, a few reference books. He would still have two or three hours to sleep before facing whatever awaited him in Geneva.

Barcelona still slept when Eva Calderón woke with a start. Her breath caught in her chest, her skin drenched in a sheen of cold sweat.

The dream still burned within her: water rising along stone staircases, flames devouring the endless corridors of a library, voices chanting in tongues she recognised—yet which, there, became incomprehensible.

And at the heart of it, multitudes. Nameless faces, enslaved, dragging invisible chains. Men and women marching in silence, as if obeying a command etched into their very blood. There was no resistance. Only submission.

Eva’s eyes flew open with a sob. The faint glow of the street traced soft shapes across the walls of her small flat in El Raval, where she had lived alone since leaving the Pontifical University of Comillas.

She stepped to the window and pressed her forehead against the cold glass. Beyond, the city lay still; only the beat of her heart disturbed the silence.

Then her phone vibrated.
It was not an ordinary call.
On the screen, the number was suppressed, replaced by a single symbol: ✶.

Eva frowned. No words. Only a link.

She hesitated, then tapped.

The video loaded slowly, untitled. The image was grainy, as though it had passed through successive layers of encryption before reaching her. Ancient text appeared, written in a hybrid of Syriac and proto-Aramaic. The words slid into view, revealed as if bound to some hidden liturgy.

A woman’s voice emerged above them—clear yet taut, almost buried beneath digital noise:

“I am Claire Moreau. We have no time. LUX has executed something that was never programmed. The system has produced symbols we cannot decipher. We’ve recognised fragments that touch directly on your field of study. We need you.”

The recording lasted no more than twenty seconds. Then the screen went dark.

A fresh notification flashed in her inbox: a laconic email, no body text, only an attachment. An electronic ticket for a flight from Barcelona to Geneva, departure 06:30.

Eva set the phone down as though it were a burning stone. Her heart pounded, heavy and insistent. She had spent years studying apocryphal texts, risking her reputation by defending interpretations the Church refused to accept. But this... this was of another order.

She glanced around. The bag with her notebooks and dictionaries still lay unpacked—she had returned from Rome only two days earlier. And now, with the inevitability of a shadow falling across her path, she realised a darker truth was calling her elsewhere.

She still had two or three hours to rest, but sleep had already been stolen from her.
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Dawn spread in shades of grey across the rain-soaked rooftops of Porto, while fine drizzle traced the narrow streets like threads of glass.

Gabriel pulled open the door of the taxi idling by the kerb and leaned inside.
‘Good morning.’
‘Morning, sir. Airport, yes?’ the driver confirmed, already adjusting the rear-view mirror.

‘Yes. Airport.’

The car rolled away slowly, heading down the half-deserted Aliados. Gabriel settled back in the rear seat, watching the city dissolve into mist. Granite façades, their wrought-iron balconies and tall windows sealed behind shutters, stood silent in the dim light. Only the scent of fresh coffee drifting from a bakery open before its time seemed to stir the cold morning air.

‘Early flight... Where to?’ the taxi driver asked, making small talk.

‘Switzerland. Geneva.’

‘Ah, beautiful country. Clean, orderly—like it was drawn with ruler and square.’ The driver shook his head, almost envious. ‘Not like this place here...’

Gabriel allowed himself a brief smile but gave no answer at first. Only after a moment did he murmur, ‘Sometimes the most perfect places hide the most dangerous riddles.’

The driver shot him a curious glance in the mirror but pressed no further. He switched on the radio softly, and a thread of popular music mingled with the steady rhythm of the wipers.

Gabriel slipped a hand into the inside pocket of his coat, where his passport rested alongside the printed ticket. The hours weighed heavier on him than the shoulder bag at his side.

As the taxi climbed towards the VCI, the city fell away: old façades shrinking, narrow streets vanishing into the mist. Porto, with its damp, noisy melancholy, diminished until it was nothing more than memory.

And Gabriel, eyes fixed on the road unfolding ahead, knew he was not travelling in search of comfort. He was chasing answers—answers that, he sensed, might prove as dangerous as they were final.

Francisco Sá Carneiro Airport was already bustling, even at that early hour. Artificial light bathed the terminal in a cold white glow, glinting off the polished floor where luggage wheels rattled and multilingual announcements droned in a constant hum. The aroma of freshly ground coffee mingled with the perfumes of duty-free shops opening their shutters.

Gabriel crossed the concourse with a steady stride, his shoulder bag close at his side. The ticket, folded within his passport, seemed to weigh more than paper, as though forged from lead. Around him, half-drowsy families said their goodbyes, executives tapped at their phones, and backpackers fumbled with hastily printed boarding passes.

At the international departures hall, the luminous board confirmed what he already knew: Flight TP944, Porto–Geneva, on time. His heart gave a small, involuntary jolt.

He moved towards security. The queue was long but orderly, winding between the metal barriers. And there, as he prepared to present his documents, a detail caught his attention: two places back stood a tall man with greying hair and a light-brown blazer. His gaze was a little too casual to be natural. Coincidence? Perhaps. Or perhaps not.

Security passed without incident, yet the sensation of being watched clung to him. Gabriel gathered his belt, laptop and small bag, moving along the corridor towards the departure gates. The murmur of rolling suitcases mingled with the tannoy announcements, each one a reminder that the destinies of the world converged in places like this.

At the gate for Geneva, he handed over his printed ticket and received in return the brief, professional glance of the attendant, who waved him through with an automatic gesture. The boarding pass was returned with the same clinical detachment with which passports are stamped.

Inside the aircraft, the air smelled faintly of recycled fabric and disinfectant. Gabriel found his seat by the window, row 17. He slid the bag beneath the seat in front, leaned back, and released the first deep sigh since leaving home.

The woman beside him, middle-aged, with a crime novel open on her lap, offered a polite smile. He answered with the barest nod before turning away, drawing from his coat pocket a black notebook.

There, with the tip of his pen, he sketched from memory the symbol that had appeared in the message the night before: three horizontal lines crossed by an uneven vertical stroke. The drawing seemed simple, yet each time his eyes returned to it he felt something deeper lurking behind that imperfect geometry. It belonged to no alphabet he knew.

The aircraft taxied down the runway, the engines roared, and with a jolt Porto began to shrink below—streets, rooftops, the silver thread of the Douro, all reduced to the outline of a forgotten map.

Gabriel rested his head against the cold glass. As the clouds closed over the land beneath, the feeling settled within him: he was leaving behind what was safe, flying towards a place where questions would be inevitable... but answers, perhaps, fatal.

In Barcelona, Eva Calderón moved swiftly through Terminal 1 at El Prat. The high ceiling threw artificial light back from metallic panels, and at that hour voices were scarce—the scrape of luggage wheels and the echo of automated announcements were the only interruptions to the hush. The scent of fresh coffee mingled with the cold tang of polished floors.

Her cabin bag weighed on her, not for what it contained, but for what it represented. Each step seemed to mark the abandonment of her routine life in exchange for something she did not yet understand.

At security, she set her phone and bag into the plastic tray. The agents scarcely glanced her way. Everything slid through without a hitch—too smoothly, as though someone had prepared the path ahead of her. As she gathered her belongings, she noticed the phone vibrating once more: another failed attempt to reopen the video. The LUX folder remained empty, like a shadow without form.

She walked past shops still half asleep, their screens announcing destinations in languages that echoed like distant choirs. At the gate, the passengers were few, hushed, almost spectral. The attendant checked her ticket without comment and waved her through.

The sharp electronic beep of the scanner felt less like clearance, and more like the beginning of something irreversible.

On the plane, Eva chose an aisle seat. Beside her, a man in dark glasses sat rigidly with a Swiss newspaper open before him—yet he never once turned the page. Too still. Too rehearsed. Eva looked away, fixing her gaze on the soft lights along the ceiling, as though mere eye contact might open doors she had no wish to enter.

As the aircraft left the Spanish coast behind, she closed her eyes. She tried to imagine what awaited her in Geneva. But the image that rose was not of hope—it was of something that might hollow her out from within.

Shortly after half past eight, Gabriel’s aircraft plunged into a dense fog before striking Geneva’s runway with a jarring thud. The vibration rippled through the fuselage, drawing sighs and the metallic click of seatbelts released. Gabriel remained motionless until the sign blinked off, drawing a long breath.

He rose slowly, collected his shoulder bag, and followed the compact flow of passengers along the narrow aisle. The smell of fuel clung to the recycled air, still trapped in their clothes. As he stepped through the doorway, the damp Swiss morning hit him head-on, a chill that made him shiver.

He descended the metal stairs to the tarmac, surrounded by hurried travellers, cabin bags, and the distant roar of other engines. The wet asphalt reflected the lights of support vehicles that scurried like disciplined insects. The transfer bus waited with its doors open, warmth spilling out in gusts of steam.

Only when he entered the terminal, bathed in the clinical brightness of the lights and the murmur of voices in French, did the gravity of his journey strike him. And then he noticed her—a woman with upright posture and a severe bun, holding a discreet placard with his surname: Rocha.

‘Welcome to Geneva,’ she said in flawless English, her tone flat, without inflection. ‘Please, come with me.’

They did not steer him towards the common arrivals hall. While the stream of passengers pressed on ahead, Gabriel was guided left, down a series of side corridors. The magnetic doors opened soundlessly, as though obeying an unseen command. The floor gleamed, freshly washed, the air tinged with disinfectant and the faint metallic scent of steel structures.

They moved through narrow passageways where only the measured steps of his escort and the distant echo of French voices broke the silence. There were no adverts, no shops, no crowds of tourists—only white walls and discreet cameras that blinked coldly as he passed.

At last, a final automatic door opened into the technical zone. The contrast was immediate: the acrid smell of fuel and burnt rubber, support vehicles sliding across the wet tarmac, the damp chill seeping through his coat.

A few metres away, a black car with tinted windows waited, engine running, its restrained purr like that of a trained beast.

When the door closed behind him and the car pulled away, Gabriel leaned back against the seat and surrendered himself to the silence.

The city unfolded beyond the window like a living map. The streets, slick with recent rain, mirrored the tall lamps that lined them. The immaculate façades of the buildings bore windows arranged like a musical score, each one identical to the next. Mechanical clocks marked the corners, a reminder of Switzerland’s obsession with precision. Billboards for banks and international conferences vied for space along the avenues, all in flawless French—cold, elegant, unyielding.

The traffic lights changed with the regularity of a metronome. No horns, no delays. Gabriel noticed how the cars kept an exact distance from one another, as though each movement were being orchestrated. The city seemed to breathe in programmed cadence—too perfect, too ordered to be mere chance.

‘First time in Geneva?’ his escort asked, eyes fixed on the road ahead.

‘No,’ Gabriel replied, still studying the glass façades. ‘But never like this.’

She nodded, offering no further comment. Silence, it seemed, was her preferred language.

The drive lasted around twenty minutes. Gabriel kept his gaze pressed to the window, as though trying to read the city as he would an ancient inscription. Everything struck him as unnervingly symmetrical: glass towers reflecting one another like infinite mirrors; trams gliding past at the precise minute, never early, never late; people walking in measured steps, neither hurried nor idle.

He thought of Porto—the improvised chaos of its narrow streets, the tang of sea-salt mingled with roasted coffee, the spontaneous cries of street vendors. Geneva, by contrast, breathed mechanical order—an order that fascinated him as much as it unsettled him. The city was too clean, too exact, like well-written code stripped of a soul.

And yet, it was here they had summoned him. Here the Institute had rooted itself, concealed beneath Switzerland’s mask of neutrality. The perfection of the streets clashed with the imperfection of the symbols still throbbing in his memory, as though the world wished to remind him that no order is eternal.

Leaving the polished centre behind, they entered a district of bare concrete and faceless glass, streets with fewer people and no postcard charm. A gate slid open as if recognising the car, the ramp sloping downwards, swallowing them into a subterranean passage lit by sterile white light.

Gabriel knew—before the logo appeared painted on an interior wall, an incomplete circle crossed by three aligned dots—that he had entered the Institute.

About half an hour later, when the terminal boards struck 09:00, it was Eva’s turn to walk through the arrivals corridor. Her cabin bag moved lightly at her side, steady in her hand, while her eyes swept through the crowd in search of a sign that confirmed she was on the right path. She found it beside one of the pillars: a young woman in a black coat, hair tied back with military precision, a trained gaze that did not waver.

“Mrs. Calderón. This way, please.”

The voice was low, leaving no room for argument. The hand gesture was sharp, almost rehearsed, as if she were guiding not a guest but someone under strict protocol.

Eva followed her in silence. She noticed they didn’t ask for her passport or any documents. The route veered away from the public area, leading her through narrower corridors where the usual tourist signage vanished, replaced by metal doors marked with a red warning: RESTRICTED ACCESS. Each one yielded to the woman’s confident step, unlocking without a sound, as though recognising her presence.

The cameras at the corners seemed to track her with an almost personal focus. A chill ran across Eva’s skin; this wasn’t airport security — it was something deeper, as if every movement was being recorded for far more than standard safety.

When they reached the technical exit, the air changed. Colder, cleaner, it smelled of concrete and fuel. Waiting for them was a black car with tinted windows, engine already running, purring low like an impatient predator.

Her escort opened the back door with a restrained gesture. Eva hesitated for only a second before entering, sensing that from that moment on, the journey was no longer hers to command — she was merely a passenger of a destiny others had already drawn for her.

The Geneva that slipped past the window struck her as almost too perfect: cafés with tables aligned like chess pieces, bicycles propped in impeccable rows, flags that did not stir in the breeze—as though even the wind had been trained to obey. Beautiful as a shopfront, she thought, but too clean to be real. The silence of the streets was so complete it unsettled her, as if the city itself had been taught not to breathe aloud.

Eva leaned slightly towards the glass, searching for an imperfection, some human fracture within the meticulous order. It was then that the agent at the wheel broke the silence with a question lifted straight from a protocol manual:
‘Are you comfortable?’
Eva let slip a brief, weary smile. ‘Do you ask because you care... or because it’s written in the instructions?’

The driver’s eyes flicked to the mirror, caught off guard by the irony in her tone. ‘Perhaps a little of both.’

‘Then you’re learning quickly,’ Eva replied, resting her head against the support. ‘A rare quality.’

But the woman returned to silence, retreating to safer ground.

Along the way, Eva fixed on the small details that betrayed cracks in the mask: a homeless man curled beneath an archway, unseen in the orderly haste; her own reflection superimposed over the glass façades of international institutions; a half-erased graffito scarring the side of a bridge. Each jarred against the polished scene, like flaws in a canvas meant to be pristine.

Her car, too, eventually left the gleaming centre behind. The streets widened, yet the façades—though modern—were anonymous, without history, as if raised all in the same week. A gate slid open without need of announcement, swallowing the vehicle into the underground.

The ramp plunged into a windowless corridor, washed in a white light that cast no shadows. Eva noticed the badge pinned to her escort’s chest: engraved with clinical precision was the same symbol that had flashed on her phone hours earlier—LUX.

When the doors of the underground lift slid open, the silence that wrapped around them had the density of an aquarium.

Gabriel was led into a room of frosted glass. On the other side, the familiar silhouette of Dr Henri Vallot rose like a shadow from the past—the Director of the Institute, whom he had not seen in two years.

In another chamber, separated only by identical walls, Eva found herself face to face with a tall woman, grey-haired and severe-eyed, who gestured to a chair without need for introductions.

They were both in the same underground, only metres apart, though neither knew it. Bound by a summons they did not understand, divided by the silence of white corridors.

And somewhere in the depths of the Institute, the countdown of LUX continued to chew through minutes—indifferent to everything else.
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