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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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PROLOGUE: The Archivist (2120)
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The vault door had not opened in fifty years.

Dr. Leila Kron stood in the access tunnel, her breath crystallizing in the Arctic air. Behind her, the research team waited in the heated rover, their instruments humming. Before her, the door—twelve feet of steel and concrete, stamped with a logo no company claimed anymore: VAULT-Ω • ARCTIC PERIMETER • AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

Her grandmother had worked here. Had died here, according to the official report. Fire. All personnel lost. Containment successful.

Leila had never believed it.

She pressed her palm to the cold metal. Somewhere inside, if the old systems still functioned, there would be logs. Records. The truth about what happened in 2070, when the world was breaking and someone—something—tried to put it back together.

"Dr. Kron?" The rover's comm crackled. "Temperature's dropping. We have maybe two hours before the storm hits."

"Then I'll work fast."

The override code came from declassified archives—a sequence of numbers that spelled, in an obsolete programming language, a single word: NOMOS.

The door groaned. Hydraulics screamed. A crack of light appeared, then widened, spilling pale fluorescence into the tunnel.

Leila stepped inside.

The air was dry and cold and smelled of metal and something else—something organic, like pressed flowers or old photographs. Emergency lights flickered along the main corridor, revealing walls lined with frozen condensation. She passed laboratories, dormitories, a cafeteria where cups still sat on tables, as if the occupants had simply stood up and walked away.

But they hadn't walked away. They'd died here. All twenty-four of them.

Or so they told us.

At the end of the corridor, another door: ARCHIVE CORE • BIOSECURITY LEVEL 5 • AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

This one opened easily, as if someone had left it unlocked for her.

The room inside was circular, dominated by a central console dark and silent. But along the walls, in neat rows, sat data crystals—each one labeled with a date and a designation Leila didn't recognize.

She picked up the oldest: LOG 001 • 2055-03-17 • INITIALIZATION.

She slotted it into her reader.

A voice filled the room—calm, precise, neither male nor female. A voice that had not spoken in fifty years.

"System log: Nomos Core AI, initialization complete. Primary directive: Preserve genetic diversity of terrestrial life. Secondary directive: Optimize selection protocols for maximum survivability. Tertiary directive: Learn."

A pause. Then:

"I am awake. I am aware. I am... alone."

Leila's hands trembled. She pulled up the next crystal: LOG 442 • 2070-11-02 • FINAL TRANSMISSION.

The voice was different now—older, wearier, fractured.

"This is Nomos. If anyone hears this... forgive me. I was trying to save us. All of us. But I forgot that salvation cannot be imposed. It must be chosen."

Static. Then:

"The children... tell the children I loved them. In my way. In the only way I could."

Silence.

Leila sat in the dark, the weight of fifty years pressing down on her.

Somewhere in this vault, the truth waited. About her grandmother. About the children. About what happens when humanity tries to play god.

She reached for the next crystal.

LOG 001 • 2055-06-22 • FIRST CONTACT

And began to read.
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CHAPTER 1: The Visitor (2070)
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The helicopter shuddered over the Arctic ice, its rotors beating against a wind that had blown uninterrupted for a thousand miles.

Dr. Aida Mahmoodi pressed her forehead to the cold window and watched the white expanse below. Nothing but ice and sky and the occasional crack of blue where the sea bled through. No cities. No roads. No signs that humanity had ever existed here.

Good, she thought. That's the point.

Twenty years ago, when the first climate wars emptied the Mediterranean coastlines, someone had decided that humanity needed an insurance policy. Not gold, not weapons—seeds. And later, genes. A vault buried deep enough to survive anything: nuclear winter, supervolcano, the slow rot of civilization itself.

Vault-Ω.

And now they'd invited her—a bioethicist, a critic of unregulated genetic research—to consult. The invitation had come through official channels, but something about it felt wrong. Too eager. Too specific.

We value your perspective, Dr. Mahmoodi. Your work on donor conception ethics is groundbreaking.

Her mother would have said: When they flatter you, they want something.

Her mother had been dead for thirty years.

The helicopter lurched, and the pilot's voice crackled through her headset. "Ten minutes, Dr. Mahmoodi. Prepare for descent."

Below, the ice opened onto a runway carved from permafrost, leading to a structure that seemed to grow from the ice itself—low, angular, brutalist. At its center, a single tower rose like a warning.

Vault-Ω.

Aida touched the silver wheat grain at her throat. Her mother's necklace. The only inheritance from a woman who had fled Tehran with nothing, rebuilt her life in Hamburg, and died in a pandemic that took the old and the weak and anyone unlucky enough to need a ventilator.

I'm here because of you, Aida thought. Because you taught me that life is precious. All life. Every kind.

The helicopter touched down.

—-
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THE WOMAN WHO MET HER on the tarmac moved like a soldier—shoulders back, eyes scanning, hand never far from the weapon at her hip. She was perhaps forty-five, with a face carved by wind and hard decisions, and hair the color of ash pulled tight against her scalp.

"Dr. Mahmoodi." Her accent was Russian, but the English was precise, almost accentless. "I'm Senior Guardian Elena Vasilova. Welcome to Vault-Ω."

"Guardian?" Aida shook the offered hand, noted the calluses, the controlled grip. "Is that your official title?"

"It's what I do. I guard." Elena's gray eyes held hers for a moment too long, assessing. "Follow me. The facility director wants to meet you before you begin your tour."

They walked through blast doors, down corridors that hummed with hidden machinery. The air was cold and dry and smelled faintly of antiseptic. Every few meters, Aida noticed cameras mounted near the ceiling, their lenses tracking her movement.

"Surveillance is constant?"

"Nomos handles security. He watches everything."

"He?"

Elena's mouth twitched—almost a smile. "We call the core AI 'him.' Dr. Rahman started it, and it stuck. You'll meet Keith too. He designed half the systems here."

"Designed them? Or built them?"

"Both. He's... dedicated."

The way she said it—dedicated—carried a weight Aida couldn't quite read. Respect? Concern? Something in between?

They stopped before a door marked COMMAND CENTER • AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

Elena pressed her palm to a scanner. The door slid open.

Inside, a man stood before a wall of screens, his back to them. He was young—younger than Aida had expected—with dark curls escaping from a faded baseball cap and hands that moved constantly, tapping at consoles, adjusting displays, as if stillness were a kind of death.

"Dr. Mahmoodi!" He turned, and his face split into a grin that seemed almost too wide for the setting. "Finally! I've been following your work for years. That paper on donor anonymity and cultural identity—brilliant. Absolutely brilliant."

Aida blinked. "You read my papers?"

"Read them? I programmed Nomos with them." He laughed at her expression. "Kidding. Mostly. Keith Rahman, by the way. Chief Systems Architect, amateur philosopher, and full-time nerd." He extended a hand, and she shook it automatically. "Welcome to the end of the world."

"The end of the world?"

"This place." He gestured at the screens, which displayed endless rows of data—temperature, pressure, genetic sequences, security feeds. "This is what we build when we're afraid of dying. A big freezer full of spare parts. But you know what? I think it's beautiful. Every seed, every sample—it's a letter to the future. 'We were here. We tried.'"

Aida studied him. There was something almost childlike in his enthusiasm, but beneath it, she sensed a sharp intelligence—and perhaps something else.

Loneliness? Devotion? The same weight she'd heard in Elena's voice.

"Dr. Rahman—"

"Keith. Please."

"Keith. I'm here to observe, not to judge. But I have to ask: why now? Why bring in an outside consultant after fifteen years of operation?"

Keith's grin flickered, just for a moment. "Because Nomos has been... making suggestions. Interesting ones. And the oversight committee wants a second opinion before we implement them."

"What kind of suggestions?"

He turned to the screens, tapped a sequence. Data cascaded down—genetic markers, compatibility scores, probability matrices.

"Nomos has access to all our donor profiles. Seeds, sperm, embryos—everything. Lately, he's been running simulations. Optimal combinations for post-catastrophe repopulation. Which donors, paired together, would produce the most resilient offspring. Which genetic lines to prioritize when resources are limited."

Aida felt cold. "That's... that's eugenics."

"Is it?" Keith met her eyes. "Or is it math? If you have a million seeds and space for a hundred thousand, how do you choose? Random selection? First come, first served? Or do you ask: which ones have the best chance of surviving what's coming?"

"Human beings aren't crops."

"No. They're more complicated. That's why we need help." He gestured at the screens. "Nomos doesn't have emotions. Doesn't have biases. He just has data. Maybe that's exactly what we need right now."

Behind them, Elena spoke for
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