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YEAR 95

The morning bell was a knife to the temples. A relentless, metallic shrike that tore through the fragile veil of sleep, day after day, year after year. 6:00 AM. For twenty-two years, this sound had been the first truth of my existence.

I lay in the darkness, listening to the familiar chorus of groans and shuffling feet from the corridor. My quarters were a concrete cell, eight by ten feet—a lifetime measured in footsteps. The air tasted of recycled oxygen, filtered and stale, carrying the faint, ever-present tang of machine oil and disinfectant. I pulled on the standard-issue blue jumpsuit, the fabric coarse against my skin. The number 66 was stitched between my shoulder blades, a brand more than an identifier.

Sanctuary 66. Population: 847.

Or 846, after yesterday.

Old Man Jenkins was gone. The announcement over the comms had been clinical: Cardiac event. Deceased. A tidy, Sanctuary-approved end. But I had been the one to find him during my maintenance round on Level 7. I’d seen the mottled, finger-shaped bruises circling his frail wrist before the security team arrived and shooed me away with tight-lipped scowls. Accidents happen, they’d said. In Sanctuary 66, they happened a lot to people who asked the wrong questions. Jenkins had been asking about water rationing on our level, about the sudden, bitter taste in the recycled supply. Now he was in the reclamation vats, his organic matter processed back into the system. Efficient. Silent.

The mess hall was a cathedral of muted despair. The clatter of trays and the low murmur of hundreds of voices blended into a monotonous drone. Breakfast was a colorless paste that claimed to be protein, accompanied by a glass of tepid, vitamin-enriched water. Recycled from yesterday’s waste, processed for tomorrow’s meal. A perfect, closed loop. I watched a mother quietly spoon the paste into her toddler’s mouth, the child’s eyes already dull with the acceptance of this gray reality. We were born into this sameness; it was the only world we knew, and that was the most terrifying thing of all.

My best friend Marcus was already at our usual table, chasing the last of his paste around his bowl. His eyes, usually bright with sarcasm, were shadowed.

"Morning, Zara. The symphony of the bell inspire any new dreams?"

"Just the usual," I muttered, sliding onto the bench. The surface. Fire. A sky choked with ash, and screams that seemed to come from every direction. A paradox, since I’d been born and raised in this steel womb, hundreds of feet below ground. The dreams felt less like nightmares and more like memories I couldn’t possibly own, as if the terror of the ancestors who entered this place had seeped into the concrete and now echoed in my blood.

"You’re going to the Assembly?" Marcus asked, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper as he leaned in. His knuckles were white where he gripped his spoon.

"Do I have a choice?" Director Harrison’s monthly addresses were mandatory. Absence was noted. Noted individuals often ended up with reassignments to deep-sector sanitation... or like Jenkins. The fear was a low hum in the Sanctuary, a frequency we all learned to tune into for survival.

At precisely 8:00 AM, the central atrium was packed. We stood shoulder to shoulder, a sea of blue under the harsh fluorescent light. A palpable silence fell as Director Harrison emerged on the high balcony. He was a tall, sharp silhouette against the cold steel wall, his gray hair immaculate, his eyes scanning the crowd like a scientist observing a colony of insects through a pane of glass.

"Citizens of Sanctuary 66," his voice boomed, amplified and devoid of warmth. "Today marks ninety-five years since the Great Burning purged the sky. Ninety-five years since the surface was rendered a silent, poisoned wasteland. Ninety-five years of safety, of continuity, provided by the foresight of the Continuity Project."

A wave of programmed applause rippled through the crowd. I kept my hands at my sides, feeling Marcus’s tense shoulder brush against mine.

"My latest reports from our external sensors, however, indicate a setback." He paused, letting a collective breath hitch. "Toxin levels, while diminishing, remain lethally high. Our projections now suggest another decade, at minimum, of necessary containment before any possibility of reclamation."

A groan of disappointment, perfectly synchronized, rose from the crowd. I watched the faces around me—resignation, a flicker of despair, then blank acceptance. It was the same speech, every time. Setback. Another decade. Patience. I focused on his hands, clasped behind his back. They never moved. No emphasis, no genuine emotion. He was reading. Reciting. The thought was a cold worm in my gut. What if the scripts weren’t just for us, but for him too? What if none of it was real?

"Our systems are optimal. Your rations are secure. Your safety is our absolute priority. We are the careful archivists of the human legacy. Trust in the Sanctuary. Trust in the plan."

More applause. It sounded like the rattling of chains. As the crowd began to disperse, a single, clear thought crystallized in my mind: the only thing growing down here was the lie.

My work shift in Maintenance, Level 3, was a blessing. Here, amid the groaning pipes and thrumming ventilation shafts, the Director’s words faded into mechanical white noise. My task was to check the tertiary water filtration units—a mindless routine of checking gauges and clearing filters of the ever-present gray silt. It was in a neglected service alcove, behind a shuddering main pipe that wept constant condensation, that my wrench slipped from my sweaty grip. It clattered against the wall with a hollow thunk that shouldn't have been possible. Solid steel shouldn’t sound empty.

I froze. I ran my fingers over the metal panel. It wasn't welded or bolted like everything else. A faint, almost invisible seam outlined a perfect square. My heart hammered against my ribs. With a cautious push at the top, the panel pivoted inward on silent, well-oiled hinges, revealing a dark, narrow gap just large enough to slip through. The cold that seeped out was different—dry and ancient, not the damp chill of the pipes.

The space beyond was tiny, little more than a closet, and freezing cold. It smelled of dust and ozone. And it was filled with row upon row of old-fashioned filing cabinets, their green steel surfaces pocked with rust. A single, dim emergency light cast long, skeletal shadows. This was no maintenance closet. This was a secret. A tomb for the truth.

With a trembling hand, I pulled open the nearest drawer. The files inside were neatly labeled, their tabs stark white in the gloom. My eyes scanned them, not comprehending at first. Behavioral Logs – Sector 4. Nutrient Adjustment – Phase 2. Psychological Stress Metrics.

And then one tab, clearer than the rest, made the blood drain from my face.

PROJECT HOMECOMING – PRIMARY PROTOCOL & TERMINATION SCHEDULE.

Termination.

I shouldn't be here. This was a death sentence. But my hands, moving as if detached from my body, pulled the thick file free. The first page was a cover sheet, stamped with the insignia of the Continuity Project and a single, chilling word: OMEGA CLEARANCE – DIRECTORATE EYES ONLY. Beneath it, in smaller print: Objective: To document the long-term psychological decay of a controlled population under the sustained belief of existential entrapment. My eyes skipped down, seizing on a highlighted line: Surface declared habitable and stable Year 27. All external communication severed. Door seal integrity falsified. Experiment to proceed to Phase 4: Terminal Observation & Final Data Harvest.

I heard the soft sigh of the main door to the service corridor hissing open in the distance. Then footsteps. Measured. Purposeful. Coming closer.

I shoved the file back into the drawer, closed it as quietly as my shaking hands allowed, and squeezed back through the hidden panel. It clicked shut just as the beam of a flashlight swept past the alcove’s entrance. I pressed myself against the cold, wet pipe, holding my breath, the weight of what I’d just seen pressing down on me like the million tons of rock above our heads. The light lingered for a heartbeat, painting the walls in a slow, searching arc, then snapped off. The footsteps paused right outside the alcove. I could hear the soft, rhythmic sound of breathing. Then, a grunt, and the footsteps faded away, retreating back down the corridor.

I was still clutching the wrench. But now, I wasn't just holding a tool. I was holding the first fragile key to a lie that had buried us all, and the words from the file burned in my mind like phosphorous: Surface habitable. Information suppressed. Terminal Observation. It wasn't a prediction. It was a schedule. A countdown to our end. And we were all on it, marching in our blue jumpsuits towards a finish line we couldn’t see.
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THE ARCHIVE

The fear crawled up my spine, an icy prickle that froze me to the wet pipe for one endless moment. The steady drip of condensation onto my coveralls was the only sound in the now-silent corridor. They were gone. But they could come back at any second. Every moment I lingered here was a gamble I couldn't afford. And yet, the pull to go back, to see more, was almost overwhelming. The three words from the file echoed in my skull: Terminal Observation & Final Data Harvest. They weren't just watching us. They were cataloging our decline. And they had an endpoint.

Logic screamed at me to walk away, to go to my next assigned maintenance checkpoint and pretend I'd heard nothing, seen nothing. But the image of Jenkins's bruised wrist flashed before my eyes. That hadn't been an observation. That had been a harvest.

My body moved before my mind could stop it. I listened for another full minute, my ear pressed to the cold metal of the pipe, hearing only the distant thrum of the Sanctuary's machinery—the great, artificial heart of our prison. Then, with fingers that felt numb, I pushed the hidden panel open once more and slipped back into the freezing darkness.

This time, I didn't hesitate. I went straight for the file labeled PROJECT HOMECOMING. I pulled it out, along with a handful of others from the same drawer—Personnel Dossiers: Control Group Alpha and Environmental Data Falsification Logs. There was no time
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