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Prologue
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The Gobi Desert doesn't sleep. It watches. It's an old place, older than regret, older than human memory, and it treats the achievements of men—all the steel and the concrete and the bright, buzzing wires—with a vast, indifferent patience.

One hundred miles from anything resembling a road, the air was a character unto itself: dry, hot, and abrasive. It carried the smell of sun-bleached bone and ancient dust, a scent that promised only entropy. The wind whistled through the jagged rocks, a low, persistent whine that sounded like a question without an answer. Above it all, stark white against the bruised, twilight purple of the horizon, sat Biodome 1—a sterile egg of human ambition, a blister on the face of an indifferent world. It was the only punctuation mark in a paragraph of endless, silent landscape.

Inside the dome, life continued in miniature. Air was processed, water reclaimed, light manufactured. The people inside, six of them, lived by the clock, by the numbers, by the assumption that the hard shell of their home was inviolable, that the universe outside was kept safely at bay. They were fools, the desert knew. The shell was just an illusion.

At 2100 hours, local time, the dome was a beacon of dull electric light in a world of perfect darkness.

Outside, a low shape moved near the foundation of the primary communications uplink tower. The wind did its best to cover the sound, scattering loose pebbles like children’s toys. The shape was not human, not precisely, not anymore. It slithered, a silent predator drawn to the hum of power.

It reached the base of the tower—a structure built to withstand a Category 5 hurricane, built with pride by men who believed in blueprints and safety margins. The thing, whatever it was, didn't bother with a blueprint. It simply applied force, a silent, relentless pressure against the reinforced concrete.

There was a muffled thump, a dull sound that the heavy air swallowed instantly—the sound a heavy book might make if dropped onto deep carpet in an empty house.

A crack appeared in the base of the tower. It wasn't a neat, engineering-textbook fracture. It was ugly and organic, like a bone snapping badly under too much strain. The metal groaned, a high-pitched, terrible sound of expensive engineering giving up the ghost. The massive satellite dish at the top, a white eye staring unblinkingly at the stars, tilted.

For a second, the vast white dish caught the last dying light of the sun, and it seemed to look down at the facility, a final, despairing glance at the men and women who thought they could wall themselves off from reality. Then, pulled by gravity and the sheer weight of the desert's indifference, it slid off its moorings entirely. It fell thirty feet to the desert floor, hitting the ground in a silent explosion of dust and sheared metal that the wind immediately began to erase.

Inside the dome, where the air was thick and recycled, six people continued to breathe, oblivious. Sofi Diallo might have felt a brief flicker on her systems log, a rounding error she blamed on the distant power grid. Kenji Tanaka likely dismissed a momentary pressure flux as the building settling. They all went on with their lives, insulated and ignorant.

Above ground, the desert wind continued its song, and the only communication Biodome 1 had left with the world was gone, buried under a pile of rubble and ancient sand, just another transient scar on the ancient face of the Gobi.
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Chapter 1: Fluctuation
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The sound in Biodome 1 wasn't silence; silence was for cemeteries and vacuum chambers. It was a hum, thick and constant, the sound of five million dollars worth of air conditioning and life support working twenty-four hours a day to keep six people from suffocating in the godforsaken Gobi Desert. To Dr. Elias Vance, the hum was a heartbeat, and lately, it sounded arrhythmic.

It was 0400 hours. The rest of the crew—Eva the Commander, Tanaka the Engineer, Sofi the nervous Comms girl, and the two interchangeable grunts, Finch and Carter—were asleep, dreaming whatever boring dreams normal people dreamt. Elias wasn't normal. He was meticulous. He was, if you asked Eva (who he despised with a quiet, professional passion), paranoid.

He wiped a bead of sweat from his upper lip with the back of a gloved hand. He stood in Hydroponics Bay B, where the sterile light of the grow lamps made the nascent lettuce glow an unhealthy radioactive green. The air smelled wet, earthy, and faintly metallic—the smell of manufactured life.

He tapped his handheld scanner against the primary oxygen sensor panel. The green light mocked him, steady as a judge's gaze. Reading: 20.9% O2, stable.

Stable. The word was a lie. A neat, tidy lie that the machine told the operations log every fifteen seconds. But the historical data, the stuff Elias scrutinized while eating cold instant coffee crystals in the dead of night, told the truth. For four days, the numbers had been jittery. Micro-fluctuations—drops of 0.003%. A rounding error. A rounding error that meant the difference between breathing clean air and choking on something nasty and thin.

In a closed system, designed by humans who were, by definition, flawed sacks of meat and bad decisions, 'negligible' was how the boogeyman got into the house.

Elias scowled at the schematic on his pad. The pattern of the drops suggested a leak, maybe, or a greedy surge in the Forest Biome’s consumption. He didn’t like it. He keyed in a request to Kenji Tanaka’s console, flagging the anomaly as "Priority 2 Concern." He knew Kenji would look at it. Kenji respected the machine. Kenji was sane, mostly.

He finished his rounds, the anxiety in his gut a cold, hard stone. The dome looked perfect, felt perfect. But he knew, in his bones, that the numbers were whispering about a funeral.
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Chapter 2: The Tear
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Twenty-four hours. That’s all it took for the veneer to crack.

The atmosphere in Biodome 1 had changed from sterile efficiency to a kind of stifled anxiety. The air, which Elias Vance now knew was lying to them, felt heavy and thin at the same time. People walked faster in the corridors. They didn't smile when they passed. Ben Carter, the geologist, looked like a caged bear, pacing their small common area, scratching at his beard.

Elias had not slept. Sleep was for those who could afford the luxury of trust. He was back in Hydroponics Bay A—the primary bay, the size of three basketball courts, filled with towering vertical farms and the constant, deafening shhhh of misting nozzles. The smell of healthy basil and damp peat moss was usually his sanctuary. Now it smelled like a trap.

He had bypassed the main Ops board, didn't bother reporting to Eva. That woman wouldn't believe the sky was blue if the readout told her it was red. He trusted the raw data. He trusted his gut, which was currently twisted into a knot tighter than a double fisherman's bend.

The fluctuations weren't micro anymore. The numbers had a fever. The O2 percentages were dipping, not by thousandths of a percent, but by hundredths. It wasn't a rounding error; it was a slow bleed.

Elias focused his attention on Sector 4-B, the high-yield spinach section. The plants there looked slightly listless, their green a shade too yellowish around the edges. Chlorosis, he thought, caused by nutrient imbalance or, less likely, insufficient air circulation.

He climbed the aluminum ladder, testing each rung with a cautious foot—safety first, always. Up near the top tier, level with the automated UV lights, the hum of the system was almost unbearable, vibrating straight through his bones. He slid his hand into the tight gap between the growing rack and the main structural wall of the dome, feeling for the secondary air filtration intake vent.

The vent was small, a non-critical redundancy system. He pulled it open, the plastic squeaking in protest. He aimed his high-powered flashlight beam inside the dark cavity.

And then he stopped breathing entirely.

It wasn't a mechanical failure. It wasn't a flaw in Kenji’s brilliant design.

There, stuffed deep into the intake fan blades, stopping them dead, was a wad of dense, gray, fibrous material. It looked like industrial acoustic insulation foam, the kind used in the engineering nexus. It wasn't an accident. It was forced.

A cold, visceral dread, far worse than the creeping anxiety of the last 24 hours, settled over Elias. He hadn’t been paranoid; he hadn't been imagining things. Someone, one of the five other people in this sealed box, had intentionally choked off the air supply to the primary agricultural biome.

He reached in, his fingers shaking so badly he almost dropped the flashlight. He yanked the foam wad free. It was damp with condensation, heavy, slimy to the touch.

He stared at the object in his hand, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. The air hummed on around him, no longer a lullaby, but a promise of suffocation. They were trapped in here, and one of them was trying to make sure they stayed dead.

Elias Vance stood on the aluminum ladder, the wet, gray wad of insulation foam clutched in a white-knuckled fist. His mind raced, a hamster on a wheel going a thousand miles an hour and getting nowhere. Someone did this. The thought was a cold, sharp blade. It cut through his anxiety and left something much worse in its wake: terror.

He climbed down the ladder slowly, deliberately, forcing his limbs to move with a control his brain didn't possess. His hands were shaking again when his feet hit the floor grating. He shoved the foam deep into the pocket of his lab coat, hiding the evidence like a killer hides a weapon.

Who? That was the simple, impossible question. Eva? Too rigid, too much a soldier. Ben? Maybe, he was always grumpy, but this was calculated malice. Sofi? Too scared of her own shadow. Finch? The medic with the calm hands? The calm hands could kill. And Kenji? Kenji built this place. He was meticulous. He loved the dome more than his own family, if he had any.

Elias glanced at his watch. 05:15. The facility was stirring to life. He had to show someone, but he had to choose carefully. He couldn't just throw this onto the Ops table. Eva would just lock him in his quarters and call him hysterical again. He needed a witness who understood systems, physics, and consequence.

He headed for the Engineering Nexus, his shoes making hard, echoing clacks on the metal walkway. The journey felt longer than usual. Every shadow seemed to stretch, every automated sensor light blinking red made his heart seize in his chest.

He found Kenji Tanaka in the nexus, bathed in the soft glow of a dozen monitors showing fluid dynamics and power consumption graphs. The engineer was focused, a pencil tucked behind his ear.

"Kenji." Elias’s voice sounded too loud, too raw in the quiet space.

Kenji turned in his ergonomic chair, blinking slow. "Elias. 05:18 start? You're early. Did you get my message about the Priority 2 concern? The fluctuations?"

"They're not fluctuations," Elias said, leaning against a cool metal console, trying to steady his breathing. "They're a bleed. A controlled bleed."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the wet, heavy wad of foam, dropping it onto the pristine surface of Kenji’s main console with a wet thwack.

Kenji stopped. He looked at the object. He didn't touch it. He adjusted his glasses, then looked back at Elias, his expression unreadable, a blank slate of professional curiosity.

"Acoustic insulation from the maintenance shaft," Kenji noted, his voice flat. "It's saturated. Wet."

"It was stuffed in the air intake vent in Sector 4-B, Hydroponics," Elias said, keeping his voice low now, conspiratorial. "It stopped the fans dead. Choked the circulation to the whole spinach bay. That’s why the O2 is dipping. It wasn’t a systems error, Kenji. Someone put it there. By hand."

Kenji’s hand finally moved, poking the material gingerly with the eraser end of his pencil. His eyes scanned the material, then moved to the screen beside him, pulling up the schematic of the ventilation system. He didn't speak for a full minute, a silence that felt heavier than the Gobi sand.

"If the fans are blocked, the atmospheric balancer compensates by pulling harder from the Forest Biome reserves," Kenji murmured, his engineer's brain working through the variables, trying to make sense of the madness. "It’s inefficient. It puts a strain on the scrubbers. It's not a lethal blow, not yet, but it's a slow drain on our life support margins." He looked up at Elias, the realization dawning in his precise, intelligent eyes. "Someone is trying to make us use up our air faster."

"Exactly."

"But why?" Kenji shook his head, a gesture of pure disbelief. "We are sealed in, Elias. We are a family in here. This is our ark."

"One of us isn't building the ark, Kenji," Elias whispered, the truth of it tasting like poison in his mouth. "One of us is drilling holes in the hull."

Kenji stared at the foam on his desk, then at Elias. The clinical light of the operations screens cast a pallor over his face, turning him
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