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INTRODUCTION: The Last Pure Air

The world above had forgotten what silence was.

Three hundred meters deep, beneath the limestone cliffs of Bournemouth, Bunker Alpha-7 was not immune to it. The reinforced concrete ceiling and steel beams vibrated at a low, constant frequency, a tremor that rose through the soles of boots and settled in the stomach. It was not an earthquake. It was the visceral, muffled, and perpetual roar of the Atlantic Hyperhurricanes. The sky up there was no longer a ceiling, but a blender of four-hundred-kilometer-per-hour winds and acid rain that dissolved steel in weeks.

Down below, however, the air was cold, sterile, and smelled of isopropyl alcohol and ozone.

Dr. Helena Vance tightened the rubber tourniquet around the forearm of Lucas "Mac" MacAllister. The vein popped up, blue and prominent, a river of life about to be poisoned by choice. Mac, thirty-two years old, chief engineer of one of the most complex machines ever built by humanity, sat on the metal gurney wearing only the gray uniform pants. He looked healthy. His muscles were defined, his skin flushed. But his eyes, fixed on the low ceiling of the bunker, were wide, and a cold sweat glistened on his forehead.

In Helena's hand, protected by a latex glove, a thick tempered-glass syringe contained thirty milliliters of an amber-greenish liquid. The Fibroxin. The first pillar of the Chimera Protocol.

-—Take a deep breath, Mac -—said Helena. Her voice was calm, methodical, a deliberate contrast to the chaos they were about to initiate. -—It's going to burn a little as it goes in. It's the sensation of your body creating the scar before the war.

Mac swallowed hard. He looked at the liquid, then at his own hands, which were already beginning to tremble slightly, not from cold, but from anticipation.

-—Are you absolutely sure this is the protocol, Helena? -—His voice came out weaker than he would have liked. -—I feel fine right now. If I take this, I'll spend the next seventy-two hours vomiting my own stomach. How the hell am I going to weld a leak on the Leviathan with my hands shaking like this?

Helena did not look away from the vein. She wiped the skin with a cotton swab soaked in alcohol. The pungent smell filled the space between them.

-—If you don't take it, the hydrogen sulfide and volatile compounds from the tunnel will dissolve the mucous lining of your lungs in four hours -—she replied, with the coldness of someone who had already repeated that sentence dozens of times, but which still weighed like lead in her own throat. -—You'll suffocate on your own fluids in the middle of the Atlantic, Mac. The pain of now is the price of the air later.

She inserted the needle.

Mac closed his eyes tightly, his jaw clenched. When Helena pressed the plunger, his body reacted as if it had taken an electric shock. A contained groan escaped his lips. The muscles of his arm, neck, and abdomen tensed violently, the veins of his neck bulging as the chemical liquid invaded his bloodstream, declaring war on his own healthy cells to create a barrier of scar tissue.

Beside the gurney, the heart monitor accelerated its rhythm. Beep... beep-beep... beep-beep-beep.

The heavy steel door of the infirmary slid open with a pneumatic hiss. Commander David Hayes entered.

He was already in his full mission uniform, impeccable, without a single crease out of place. But Helena, who had known him for a decade, noticed what the others did not: the abnormal pallor beneath his skin, the deep dark circles that no amount of sleep could erase, and the way he held his own breath as he walked, as if each movement required a painful calculation.

Hayes stopped beside the gurney and looked at the monitor, then at his wristwatch.

-—Reaction time? -—he asked. His voice was contained thunder.

-—Nausea in ten minutes -—Helena replied, withdrawing the needle and pressing a wad of cotton on Mac's arm. -—Fever and tachycardia in twenty. Localized radiotherapy on the chest begins in one hour, when the tissue barrier starts to form. He'll need morphine to endure the first day of the descent.

Hayes nodded, his face a mask of stone.

-—Increase the antiemetic dose in the drip. We cannot have anyone unable to operate the controls in the first twelve hours. The Leviathan awaits us.

He turned to leave, but stopped at the doorframe. The roar of the hurricane above seemed to increase in volume for a second, making the fluorescent light flicker. Hayes looked at Mac, who was now breathing with difficulty, pale, sweating, and gripping the sterile sheet with trembling fingers.

For a second, the commander's mask fell.

-—Hold on tight, son -—said Hayes, his voice softening only a fraction. -—The hell down there is bad. But the sky up there is the end of the world. Sydney is our only bet.

Hayes left. The steel door closed with a dull and definitive thud, isolating the sound of the outside world.

Mac's mind's eye focused only on the ceiling. A single tear, born of chemical pain and absolute fear, rolled from his eye and was lost in his hair. He tried to take a deep breath, but his chest already felt heavy, as if it were full of lead.

Up above, the ocean roared, hungry. Down below, the rhythmic and cold beep of the heart monitor began to count the seconds of a three-thousand-league journey.

And then, the sound of the Leviathan's ventilation systems turning on echoed through the corridor. The pure air was living on borrowed time.
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The metallic taste was the first thing Mac noticed.

It was not the taste of blood, but something more chemical, like licking a nine-volt battery. The Fibroxin was in his system, circulating, seeking out rapidly dividing cells to begin burning them. He walked through the concrete corridor of Bunker Alpha-7, forcing his legs to keep pace beside Hayes. Each step echoed, but the sound was muffled by the thick thermal insulation jacket they all wore.

Ahead of them, in the underground launch bay, stood the Leviathan.

Under the high-power halogen lights, the vehicle did not look like a transport machine; it looked like an armored predator. Forty-five meters of titanium-tungsten alloy, with a reinforced conical nose and traction treads that looked like steel claws. There were no windows. Only access hatches, sensors, and the brute mass of a project built to survive hell.

Sofia Reyes walked right behind Mac. As she observed the engineer's broad back, her right hand slipped discreetly into the side pocket of her jumpsuit. Her fingers found the cold and familiar surface of the salbutamol inhaler. She squeezed it once, feeling the rigid plastic, and released the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Just for emergencies, she repeated the mantra in her mind. They can't know. If they know, they'll leave me here.

-—Board in reverse alphabetical order. Reyes, Vance, MacAllister, Hayes -—ordered the Commander, his voice echoing in the empty hangar.

Sofia was the first to climb the retractable metal ladder. The Leviathan's side hatch was open, revealing an interior that smelled of new plastic, ozone, and a slight trace of hospital antiseptic. The space was brutally compact. With the acoustic and thermal insulation on the walls, the useful diameter of the cabin barely exceeded three meters.

She squeezed herself inside and headed to the command cabin, in the bow. The navigator's seat was tight, surrounded by digital panels that, for now, displayed only black screens. She settled in, adjusting the five-point harness over her chest.

Helena entered next, carrying a silver medical case. Without saying a word, she went straight to the central section, the integrated infirmary. She connected the case to the main panel and began checking the four infusion lines that hung from the ceiling, ending in catheters already installed in the arms of each seat. The amber-greenish liquid glowed faintly under the red emergency light.

Mac was next. He climbed the ladder with more difficulty than he would have liked. Upon entering, the stifling heat of the vehicle's interior, with the ventilation systems at minimum, hit him like a wall. He headed to his engineering station, behind the command cabin.

He sat down and tried to pull the seatbelt buckle to lock it into the seat fitting.

His hands trembled.

It was not a slight tremor. It was a visible, spasmodic oscillation that made his fingers beat uselessly against the metal buckle. The peripheral neuropathy. The protocol had warned about this, but reading a medical report was one thing; feeling your own nerves fail was something completely different. He tried again, teeth clenched, sweat beginning to bead on the nape of his neck.

-—Let me help you, Mac -—said Sofia, turning the navigator's chair.

-—I got it -—he grumbled, wounded pride. He forced his right hand to steady over his left, managing, after three frustrated attempts, to click the buckle with a dry snap. He avoided Sofia's gaze, staring at the diagnostic panel before him. -—Propulsion systems on standby. Reactor warming up.

Hayes was the last to enter. He moved with a stiffness that did not match his military bearing. As he sat in the commander's seat, he did not look at the crew. His eyes were fixed on the main panel, which now came to life, illuminating his tired features with a pale blue glow.

-—Dr. Vance -—called Hayes, without turning his head. -—Protocol status?

Helena, who was sitting on her designated gurney, checked the monitors. The four screens showed the heartbeats, blood pressure, and oxygen saturation of each of them. Mac's was already ten beats above normal. Her own showed a slight tachycardia.

-—Infusions initiated on all channels -—she replied, her voice firm, though her stomach was already beginning to knot. -—Localized radiotherapy will be activated at T-minus ten minutes. We are within survival parameters. For now.

Hayes nodded. He reached out and turned a physical key in the central console.

-—Ground control, this is Leviathan. Requesting final clearance for the Crossing.

The radio crackled. The operator's voice in the bunker, distant and muffled, replied: -—Leviathan, this is Alpha-7. The tunnel is clear. Sensors indicate geological stability in the first section. You have a green light. Good luck. God keep you.

-—Copy that, Alpha-7. Ending communication.

Hayes pressed a red button protected by a plastic cover.

The sound that followed was that of a tomb being sealed. The heavy hydraulic hatches began to descend. The hangar light was cut in a slice that rapidly shrank, until, with a final metallic crash and the hiss of rubber sealing, darkness was total.

For three seconds, no one breathed. They were officially buried alive.

Then, the Leviathan's internal lights flickered and stabilized in a soft amber tone, casting long shadows on the vehicle's curved walls. The low hum of the cold fusion reactor began to rise in tone, vibrating through the seats and up each of their spines.

-—Navigator -—said Hayes, his voice now echoing only in the confined space of the cabin. -—Initiate descent sequence.

-—Initiating -—replied Sofia. Her hands flew over the keyboard. -—Releasing magnetic brakes. Activating traction treads.

The vehicle shuddered. A sharp screech of metal against metal echoed as the Leviathan's steel claws bit the guide rails of the tunnel. Slowly, with an inertia that seemed to weigh thousands of tons, the vehicle began to move forward.

Mac looked at the depth monitor. The green numbers began to rise.

300m... 350m... 400m...

He looked at his hands, now resting on his lap. The tremor had diminished slightly, replaced by a dull, deep pain in his bones, as if his marrow were boiling. He looked up at the IV bag hanging above his head, the amber liquid dripping with a hypnotic regularity into his vein.

-—We are in the tunnel -—announced Sofia, her voice slightly trembling. -—Heading east.

Hayes did not respond. He merely looked at the digital darkness of the map before him, where a thin red line extended over a distance that the human brain could barely comprehend.

Three thousand leagues.

The Leviathan accelerated, plunging into the bowels of the Earth, leaving behind the last breath of the world they knew.
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