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The hum of the particle accelerator had seeped into Kaelen Muro's bones. Twelve years of the same hum. Twelve years of the same concrete walls, the same fluorescent lights, the same loneliness. But tonight was different. Tonight the hum felt different. Or maybe Kaelen just wanted to feel that way.

She sat in front of the monitor. It was past two in the morning. Her coffee had gone cold, a greasy film forming on its surface. Her fingers rested on the keyboard but she wasn't typing. Couldn't type. Because what she saw on the screen was what she'd been waiting twelve years for, and now that it was right in front of her, she didn't know what to do.

A signal. Faint at first, almost a ghost. Then another. Then a pattern. Order emerging from the chaos of colliding protons. Kaelen had seen signals before. Every time she'd hoped. Every time she'd been disappointed. Colleagues would pat her shoulder and say "maybe next time" and move on. But this time was different. She felt it in her gut.

Her finger hit "enter." The computer began its comparison. Every particle in the standard model, every subatomic structure known to science. Millions of data points scanned in seconds. Three seconds. Three seconds for twelve years of waiting.

The screen displayed the result: No matches found.

Kaelen's heart pounded so hard against her ribs she was afraid someone might hear. Her hands trembled. She ran the test again. Then again. Same result. Same words. No matches found.

"God," she whispered. "God, this is real."

The door creaked. Kaelen jumped, her hand flying to her chest.

"Kaelen?" Leo Park's head appeared through the gap. "You're still here? It's past three."

Kaelen didn't answer. She just motioned for him to come.

Leo stepped inside, wearing yesterday's t-shirt, dark circles under his eyes. He approached, looked at the monitor. At first he didn't understand. Then he saw. His eyes widened, his mouth fell open, his hand went to his lips.

"Holy shit," he breathed. "Kaelen, is this... is this new? Has anyone seen this before?"

Kaelen nodded. She couldn't speak. Her throat had closed up. Twelve years. Twelve years of theories no one believed, papers rejected, colleagues who laughed behind her back. Now it all made sense.

Leo's hand went to his pocket. He pulled out his phone. "I'll call Sasha right now. Dr. Novak needs to see this, we need to activate the encryption system, these files need protection before anyone—"

"No." Kaelen's voice came out sharper than she intended. Leo froze, his hand in mid-air. "Don't tell anyone. Leo, do you hear me? No one."

Something crossed Leo's face. Fear? Hesitation? Maybe both. He put the phone back in his pocket. "Okay, boss. But Sasha—"

"Sasha too."

Leo nodded. But his eyes stayed on the screen. On the signal. The bluish light reflected on his face. His face was pale.

Kaelen took a deep breath. She stood up, walked to the window. Outside was pitch black. The facility's lights flickered in the distance like fireflies. For a moment she saw her reflection in the glass. She was approaching forty but her face looked sixty. The weight of twelve years.

"Leo," she said without turning around. "Stay here tonight. No one comes in. No one."

No answer.

"Leo?"

She turned. Leo was gone. The door stood ajar. Cold air seeped in from the corridor. Kaelen's skin crawled.

"Leo?"

Silence.

Kaelen walked to the door. Looked into the corridor. Long, white, empty. Fluorescent lights hummed. A door at the far end, closed. No Leo.

She was about to step back inside when she noticed something at her feet. A small piece of white paper. It hadn't been there before. She bent down, picked it up. One word, handwritten:

WAIT

Kaelen's heart stopped. She looked behind her. The corridor was empty. But someone was breathing. Not from far away. Close. Very close.

Right behind her.

Sasha Novak stepped inside, and Kaelen was still trembling. But she didn't show it. Twelve years had taught her one thing: you never show weakness.

"Leo called me," Sasha said, closing the door behind her. "He was rambling. Said 'you have to come, now,' then the line went dead. What's going on?"

Kaelen pointed at the monitor. No words needed. Sasha approached, her eyes scanning the data. Three seconds. Third time tonight Kaelen had seen that expression on someone's face. First Leo, now Sasha. But there was no fear in Sasha's eyes. Just... disbelief.

"This," Sasha whispered. "Kaelen, when did this happen?"

"An hour ago."

"Did you verify? Are you sure?"

"Three times."

Sasha nodded. Her fingers danced in the air, like she wanted to touch the data. "We need to protect this. Now. Before it leaks—"

"It already leaked."

Sasha's head snapped around. "What?"

Kaelen handed her the paper. Crumbled, sweaty, crushed in her palm, but the word was still readable: WAIT.

"Where did you find this?"

"By the door. While I was talking to Leo. Then Leo disappeared."

Sasha examined the paper, turned it over, smelled it. Like they do in crime movies. But this was real. "Ink is ordinary. Paper is standard copy paper. But the handwriting..."

"Yes?"

"It's not natural. A left-handed person wrote this. Or a right-handed person using their left hand. Deliberate."

Kaelen's heart raced. "I didn't tell anyone, Sasha. Only Leo knew. And Leo..."

"What did Leo do?"

"He called you. Which means he told you."

Sasha pulled out her phone, dialed Leo. Busy. She tried again. Dead.

"Encrypt it," Kaelen said. "Encrypt it first, then we find Leo."

Sasha opened her bag and pulled out a small device. A quantum encrypter. Diamond-coated, laser-cooled, million-dollar technology. Her fingers moved across the keys. The signal on the monitor flickered, turned from blue to green, then locked.

"Done," Sasha said. "It's protected. No one can—"

The device beeped. A red light flashed.

Sasha's face changed. "That's impossible."

"What?"

"The system recorded an anomaly during encryption. A disturbance in the quantum entanglement state. Like someone..."

Sasha stared at the device, then at Kaelen. Her eyes widened.

"Like someone what?"

"Like someone was already watching the data. Before encryption. Like this signal... was seen by someone else. And that person interfered at the quantum level."

Kaelen's legs gave out. She collapsed into a chair. "Is that possible?"

"Theoretically... yes. Practically, no. To do that, you'd need technology at least ten times more advanced than what we have. Or..."

"Or what?"

Sasha placed the device on the table. Her hands were shaking. For the first time, they were shaking. "Or there's someone inside. Someone who knows the system. Someone capable of decrypting the encryption."

Kaelen thought of Leo. That shadow on his face. The way he reached into his pocket. How he looked away when she said "tell no one."

"Leo," Kaelen said.

Sasha nodded. "I know."

A sound came from outside. Not a knock, but a tap. Gentle, timid, like someone hoping not to be heard.

Kaelen stood up. Walked to the door. Opened it.

No one was there.

But on the floor, another piece of paper. Same paper. Same handwriting. But this time, not one word, but two:

KEEP WAITING

Kaelen looked back. Sasha was clutching the device, staring at the screen. She hadn't heard. Hadn't seen.

Kaelen slipped the paper into her pocket. Closed the door.

As if nothing happened.

It was 6:15 in the morning, and the facility was screaming with alarms.

Kaelen stood next to Sasha in the control room. Neither of them spoke. They weren't capable of speaking. At the window, facility Director Sandra Holt was shouting into her phone. Across from her, Security Chief Marcus Veldt stood with his arms crossed, staring at the wall.

"How?" Sandra hung up and turned to Marcus. "How does our system get hacked?"

Marcus remained calm. He'd spent thirty of his fifty-two years in the FBI. Crisis was normal for him. "It wasn't hacked," he said. "It was leaked."

"What's the difference?"

"A big one. Hacking comes from outside. Leaking comes from inside."

Sandra's eyes shifted to Kaelen. "Dr. Muro. You were here last night. What did you see?"

Kaelen thought of the two pieces of paper. They were in her pocket. Should she tell? What would happen if she did? Leo was missing. Was she supposed to protect Leo, or the facility?

"We tried to secure the data," Kaelen said. "Sasha encrypted it. But..."

"But what?"

Sasha stepped forward. "There's an anomaly. At the quantum level. Like someone accessed the data before encryption."

Marcus raised an eyebrow. "Is that possible?"

"Theoretically, yes. Practically, no."

"Then where's Leo?"

The question hung in the air. Kaelen's heart stopped. They knew. They knew Leo was missing.

"We don't know," Sasha said.

Marcus looked at them. A long look. The FBI look. The one that separates liars from truth-tellers. Then he turned to Sandra.

"We need to lock down the facility. No one in, no one out. Call the FBI."

Sandra nodded. "Can you handle it?"

Marcus smiled. A cold smile. "I left the FBI ten years ago, but I still have friends. I'll handle it."

The door opened. A security guard burst in, out of breath.

"Sir," he said to Marcus. "We found something."

"What?"

The guard hesitated. His eyes went to Kaelen, then Sasha, then back to Marcus.

"We found Leo Park's car. In the parking lot. Engine was running. Doors were open. But he wasn't there. And..."

"And?"

The guard extended his hand. In his palm was a small piece of paper.

Kaelen stopped breathing.

Marcus took the paper, read it. His face didn't change. He simply handed it to Sandra.

Sandra read it and went pale. She handed it to Kaelen.

Kaelen didn't want to read it. But her eyes found the paper anyway. Same handwriting. Same paper. Same goddamn word:

WAIT

When they left the control room, it was seven in the morning. The sun was just rising, but Kaelen didn't notice. She still saw that paper in front of her eyes. WAIT. Three times. Three different places. Who was leaving them? And why?

Sasha entered the lab, Kaelen behind her. They locked the door. Outside, Marcus stood guard in the corridor. Inside, only the two of them. And the signal pulsing on the monitor.

"I'll show you," Sasha said, sitting at the computer. "The anomaly. You need to see it."

Her fingers danced across the keyboard. Data streamed across the screen. Numbers, graphs, waves. A language Kaelen had known for years. But today was different. Today the numbers said something else.

"Look," Sasha said. "The moment of encryption. Here, the quantum entanglement state is stable. This is how it should be."

A straight line on the screen. Stable. Secure.

"Then," Sasha pressed a key, "here. Two seconds before encryption."

The line trembled. Curved. Rippled. Then returned to normal.

Kaelen stopped breathing. "What is that?"

"Interference. At the quantum level. Like someone touched the system. But not touching. Watching."

"Watching?"

Sasha turned, that fear back in her eyes. "Quantum entanglement, you know. Two particles connect. If one changes, the other changes instantly. Faster than light. Instant."

"I know."

"What if someone used that entanglement to watch? What if they built a system that could detect data without touching it, just by observing its existence?"

Kaelen's mind raced. "That's impossible. Entanglement can't be observed without breaking it. Observation itself affects it."

"In theory, yes. But what if the observing system became part of the entanglement? What if it wasn't interfering, just... accompanying?"

Kaelen sank into a chair. "That's... that's another level. Who could do that?"

Sasha didn't answer. She just stared at the screen.

Kaelen watched her. Sasha's hands were shaking. But not from fear. From excitement. The excitement of a scientist seeing the impossible.

"This anomaly," Sasha said slowly, "could be a signature."

"A signature?"

"Yes. Like a fingerprint. Every system, every interference leaves its own unique mark. Even at the quantum level. Especially there."
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