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Chapter One: Helios Redacted

She had stayed in the Solaris community for fourteen months. She had grown tomatoes. She had watched Caleb write in his blank book. She had listened to Father Ember speak of responsibility. It had been a good life, a quiet life, a life built on the ashes of the Fort Bliss disaster. But the peace was fragile, and Aurelia knew it. When Dr. Aris Thorne died suddenly\emdash cause redacted, details scrubbed from every public server\emdash she knew the quiet was over. Thorne had built the dampening field that had once imprisoned her, but before that, he had been involved in something much older. Something called Helios. She had packed a single bag, said goodbye to Caleb under a moonless sky, and left the desert behind to find out what Thorne had been hiding.

The file did not want to be found.

Aurelia had spent eleven hours burrowing through the ghost-layers of the Helios Archive\emdash a graveyard of obsolete containment protocols, decommissioned fail-safes, and the kind of bureaucratic static that governments generate long after the truth has stopped mattering to them. Her retinal display had burned through three battery packs. The coffee in her thermos had gone cold twice. Her spine had arranged itself into the shape of a question mark.

But she found it. The file was not encrypted in the conventional sense. It was retroactively classified a category she had invented during her first year of freedom, to describe documents that had been scrubbed from every live server and then buried under layers of decoy corruption so old that most systems auto-deleted them as noise. Someone had wanted this file dead. Not hidden. Dead.

The title was innocuous: Helios Secondary Siting Report, Appendix D. 

She opened it. The text was sparse. Clinical. The kind of language that engineers use when they are trying not to scream.


Reactor designation: Helios-B.

Location: Restricted Sector 9, Lat. -34.6037, Long. -58.3816.

Status: Operational.

Activation date: 14 March, three years prior to Helios Prime.

Lead researcher: Dr. Aris Thorne (deceased, cause redacted).

Current custodian: Unknown.



Aurelia read it three times. Operational. That was the word that did not fit. Helios Prime had been operational too, once until the day the containment field twisted into a torus knot and the reaction cascaded beyond the (critical point, her brain supplied automatically, the characters slipping into Mandarin, the language she had taught herself during the long months of hiding after Fort Bliss). She had been near Helios Prime when it failed\emdash a civilian researcher at the test site, close enough to the blast that the energy had rewritten her at the cellular level. She had not been the reason it failed, although the survivors' families had never found that distinction particularly comforting. Helios Prime was a crater now. A glassed depression in the Kazakh steppe, still warm at the center two years later.

But Helios-B was operational. She closed the file. Opened it. Closed it. Then she did something she had not done in months: she pulled up a global thermographic overlay from the EU's civilian satellite constellation unclassified, low-resolution, the kind of data that any climate scientist could access. She overlaid it with seismic event logs, with anomalous electromagnetic signatures, with the kind of small, persistent irregularities that planetary defense networks were designed to catch but rarely did, because there were too many false positives and too few analysts. The signatures clustered.

Not in Buenos Aires, where the coordinates had pointed. That would have been too direct. The file's location data was a lie wrapped in a misdirection a dead drop designed to send pursuers into an abandoned subway tunnel system that had been flooded since 2029.

The real signal came from the Patagonian Andes. A region so remote that the nearest paved road was eighty kilometers away. A region where the magnetic field read as slightly wrong\emdash not the smooth gradient of natural geology, but the subtle pinch of a containment field that had been tuned to the same frequency as her own heartbeat. She knew that frequency. She had been transformed inside it. The flight south took seven hours. She did not take a commercial carrier. She did not take any carrier that left a transponder trail. Instead, she used a route she had established during her months on the run: a cargo drone network that moved pharmaceuticals from Santiago to Punta Arenas, operated by a shell company that was owned by another shell company that was ultimately owned by a man in Reykjavík who thought she was a wildlife photographer specializing in Andean condors.

The drone's cargo bay was cold and smelled of insulin. She sat with her back against a pallet of refrigerated vials and watched the mountains unroll beneath the mesh floor grate. Snow peaks. Ice fields. The kind of landscape that made you understand why ancient peoples had believed in gods who lived on mountaintops. She had never believed in gods. She had believed in containment fields and neutron flux and the precise mathematical relationship between energy output and cellular degradation. Those were the catechisms of her childhood. They had served her better than faith. The drone set down at 03:14 local time. No runway. Just a clearing in a forest of lenga beech, the trees bent sideways by years of wind. She stepped out into air so cold that her lungs seized for a full second before adjusting.

She had forgotten what real cold felt like. The Kazakh test facility had been temperature-controlled to the tenth of a degree. After Fort Bliss, she had spent months in equatorial safe houses, then more time in Mediterranean coastal towns where the biggest risk was sunburn, not frostbite. Cold was a memory. Cold was a luxury. She walked. The signature grew stronger. Not louder deeper. It resonated in the calcium of her bones, in the fluid of her inner ear, in the titanium rod that had replaced the distal third of her left femur after a post-Fort Bliss fracture. She was a tuning fork, and somewhere ahead, a second fork was singing. The entrance was not a door. It was a crease in the rock face\emdash a vertical seam that her thermal imaging had read as shadow until she stood directly in front of it and saw the faint haze of waste heat bleeding from the edges. She pressed her palm against the stone.

The stone recognized her. Not personally. Structurally. Her palm print, her bone density, the specific isotopic signature of her blood\emdash all of it matched a profile that had been encoded into this mountain several years ago, when she was a civilian researcher stationed at the Kazakh test site, before the accident transformed her into the weapon the Helios Project had been trying to build. The crease widened. She stepped inside. The tunnel descended at a gentle grade, lit by LEDs that had been engineered to last a century and were only now beginning to flicker at the edges of their spectrum. The air was filtered, sterile, slightly ionized\emdash the same chemical signature as the air in the Kazakh test facility. She smelled it and felt a wave of nausea so sudden and complete that she had to brace herself against the wall.

Not here. Not now. She forced her diaphragm to expand. Once. Twice. Three times. The nausea receded, replaced by the cold anger that had become her primary emotional register over the past two years. Anger was useful. Anger kept you moving when grief wanted you to lie down. The tunnel opened into a cavern. The cavern was not natural. It had been excavated with the kind of precision that only military engineering corps could achieve smooth walls, rounded corners, a ceiling that arched forty meters overhead. At the center of the cavern, suspended in a cradle of superconducting cables and magnetic field generators, was a sphere. The sphere was the size of a compact car. Its surface was not metal or ceramic but something in between a dark, vitreous material that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. She could feel the heat coming off it from thirty meters away. Not the dry heat of a fire. The dense heat of a sustained nuclear reaction, tamped down and controlled, held in check by forces that she could sense but not name.

Helios-B. It was smaller than Helios Prime had been. More refined. The engineers had learned from the first design's flaws, had iterated, had built something that would not cascade into failure unless someone made it fail. She walked around the sphere slowly, her footsteps echoing off the cavern walls. There were no guards. No automated defenses. No signs of human presence at all, except for a single workstation in the far corner a desk, a chair, a bank of monitors that had been powered down so long ago that their screens had developed a faint, permanent ghost of the last image displayed. She approached the workstation.

The monitors flickered to life at her touch. Not because she had activated them, but because they had been waiting for someone with her specific biometric signature. The screen displayed a single line of text:

Welcome, Subject Zero. You are late.

Subject Zero. She had not heard that designation since the intelligence briefings two years ago. It was the name the government had given her before she forced them to call her Aurelia\emdash before she proved that a name was something you could take, not something you had to accept. The screen updated.


Custodian status: Active.

Last interface: 12 minutes ago.

Current location: Sub level 4, residential quarters.



Someone was here. Someone had been here twelve minutes ago. She turned away from the sphere and walked toward the far end of the cavern, where a second tunnel led deeper into the mountain. The LEDs brightened as she approached, as if the facility were waking from a long sleep and wanted to see her clearly. The residential quarters were modest. A kitchenette. A sleeping alcove. A wall of books physical books, printed on paper, their spines cracked from use. A small table with two chairs, one of which was still slightly warm.

And on the table, a single sheet of paper. Hand written. Ink on rag paper, the kind that fountain pen enthusiasts fetishized. The handwriting was elegant, controlled, almost calligraphic\emdash each letter formed with a precision that suggested either obsessive practice or a complete absence of tremor. The note
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