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Kade Morris was halfway through a twelve-hour shift he didn’t want when the cold started acting like it owned the place.

It wasn’t normal winter cold either. The site had heaters the size of pickup trucks, diesel-fed, loud as sin, and the kind of insulated work tents Helios liked to brag about when inspectors showed up. This cold didn’t care. It slipped under layers, crawled through boots, sat in your bones like it had a lease. The guys on the line kept rubbing their hands together, swearing at the air, checking the thermostat like it was personally insulting them.

Kade stood by the access gate with a security vest zipped up to his throat and a cheap radio clipped to his collar, watching a convoy creep down the gravel road. Two flatbeds. One tanker. A white Helios SUV in front like a chaperone. Everyone moved with that corporate rhythm, slow and entitled, like the ground itself was supposed to cooperate.

He’d worn an EMT uniform for years. That was honest work. Hard. Ugly. But honest. Security for Helios paid better and came with fewer dead bodies. That was the whole pitch. “Better hours, better money,” he’d told his sister Maya. “Safer.” He’d said it like he believed it. He still did, most days. Today was starting to feel like one of those days that would embarrass him later.

A miner named Marco Alvarez shuffled past Kade toward the break tent, shoulders hunched, face gray under the dust. Kade had seen that look before, too many times, in alleys and bathrooms and back seats. The “I’m fine, don’t look at me” look.

“You alright?” Kade called.

Marco lifted a hand without turning around. “Cold’s kicking my ass, man.”

“Get checked,” Kade said, already walking.

Marco waved again, sloppy this time, like his arm weighed a hundred pounds. “I’m not trying to get sent home. I got kids.”

Kade stopped two steps behind him. “You got a jacket on, heaters blasting, and you’re shivering. That’s not normal.”

Marco finally turned. His eyes were glassy, unfocused, and his lips had a blue tint that made Kade’s stomach tighten. Marco tried to smile, but his teeth chattered so hard it looked painful.

“Stop,” Kade said. He reached out and put the back of his fingers near Marco’s cheek. Marco’s skin felt like cold metal. Not “outside for a while” cold. Refrigerator cold.

Kade didn’t like that. Not one bit.

“You been in the chamber?” Kade asked.

Marco blinked slowly. “What chamber?”

“The new dig. The one everybody’s whispering about.”

Marco’s gaze drifted past Kade, toward the big fenced-off section where Helios had started operating like they were guarding a celebrity instead of a hole in the ground. More security. More NDAs. More suits in hardhats pretending they belonged.

Marco’s throat worked like he was swallowing something thick. “They had us down there. Said it was just a pocket. Air got weird.”

Kade’s radio crackled. “Gate, report. Convoy check.”

Kade didn’t take his eyes off Marco. “Hold,” he muttered into the radio. Then, to Marco, “When.”

“Couple hours.” Marco’s voice was thin. “Felt like... like my breath didn’t belong to me.”

Kade turned his head, scanning the site. Men moving. Forklifts. Steel clanging. Everything normal on the surface. That made it worse. He’d seen emergencies happen in the middle of regular life. That’s what emergencies loved. They loved a crowd.

“Come with me,” Kade said.

Marco shook his head, slow. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” Kade said, and his voice came out sharper than he intended. He softened it. “You’re not in trouble. I’m not Helios. I’m just not letting you drop dead behind a toolbox because you’re scared of missing a paycheck.”

Marco’s eyes narrowed, not angry, just foggy. “I’m not scared.”

Kade almost laughed. “Man, everybody’s scared. The difference is some people lie about it.”

Marco swayed.

Kade grabbed him by the elbow and steadied him. Marco’s whole body jerked like the touch hurt. His skin, under the sleeve, felt wrong. Too smooth. Too slick. Like it had sweat but no warmth behind it.

“Medical,” Kade called out toward the tent. “Get over here. Now.”

A couple workers looked up. Someone muttered, “He’s fine.” Someone else said, “Don’t touch him.”

Kade didn’t care. He walked Marco toward the break tent anyway, half dragging him now. Marco’s boots scraped the gravel like he was suddenly too tired to lift his feet.

Inside the tent, the air was warmer but still felt thin. Helios had installed these industrial heaters that blew hard enough to make the canvas walls ripple. Kade sat Marco on a folding chair and crouched in front of him.

Marco’s nails were turning dark at the edges.

“Hey,” Kade said, keeping his voice low. “Look at me. You take anything? Drugs. Pills. Anything. I’m not judging. I just need to know.”

Marco’s eyes flicked up. “No.”

Kade watched him swallow again, like his throat didn’t work right. Marco’s breath made no steam. That hit Kade like a slap. In a cold tent, your breath steamed. It always did.

Kade straightened and looked around for the site medic. “Where’s Trina?”

A worker pointed. “In the office. They said no one’s supposed to be in here right now.”

Kade turned. “Who said.”

The worker shrugged like shrugging could protect him from whatever this was. “Helios. They shut stuff down. Something about the chamber.”

Kade felt anger flare, hot and immediate, . “So they know.”

Marco leaned forward suddenly, hands gripping the chair so hard the metal creaked. He let out a sound that wasn’t a cough and wasn’t a scream. Like his body tried to reject its own lungs.

Kade stepped in. “Marco?”

Marco’s eyes rolled back for half a second, then snapped forward, wide and terrified. He grabbed Kade’s wrist with both hands.

“Don’t let it take me,” Marco whispered.

Kade’s skin crawled. “What do you mean ‘it.’”

Marco’s jaw tightened, trembling. “It’s in my head. It’s... it’s talking like it’s cold.”

Kade tried to pull his wrist free gently. Marco’s grip was too strong for a man who looked like he was freezing to death. Kade shifted his weight, ready to force it if he had to, when Marco’s fingernails cracked. Not split. Cracked, like glass.

Kade stared.

Marco stared too, like he couldn’t believe it either.

Then Marco’s skin, right along his forearm, went translucent in a patch the size of a palm. Not pale. Not thin. Transparent enough to see dark veins beneath, branching in a pattern that looked wrong, too geometric, too deliberate.

Kade’s throat went dry. His EMT brain ran through the catalogue. Shock. Hypothermia. Chemical exposure. Nothing fit.

Nothing fit.

Marco opened his mouth and a thin, high sound came out, like metal singing. Not a voice. Not a scream. A crystalline note that made Kade’s teeth hurt.

The workers nearby backed away instantly.

One of them, a big guy with a beard, muttered, “Nah. Nope. I’m out.” He stumbled toward the tent flap like the world would go back to normal if he left fast enough.

Kade stood between Marco and the exit without thinking. “Nobody touches him,” he snapped. “Back up. Give him space.”

“Man, he’s infected,” someone said.

“Infected with what,” Kade shot back. “Your imagination?”

Marco’s chest rose and fell faster. His eyes darted around the tent like he was tracking something nobody else could see. His lips moved silently, like he was trying to repeat something he heard.

Kade leaned in. “Marco. Stay with me. Focus. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

Marco’s gaze locked onto Kade’s face. For a second, the fear cleared, like he broke through the fog.

“I’m cold,” Marco said. “I’m so cold I can’t remember being warm.”

Kade’s radio crackled again. “Gate. Respond. Convoy is waiting.”

Kade pressed the push-to-talk. “Medical emergency. I need a medic and I need comms opened to city EMS. Now.”

Static. Then a clipped voice, too calm. “Negative. Maintain perimeter. Do not escalate.”

Kade blinked. “What.”

“Do not escalate,” the voice repeated. “Stand by.”

Kade stared at the radio like it had betrayed him personally. He keyed it again. “Open the line.”

Static.

The tent lights flickered once.

Then twice.

Marco jerked in his chair, spine arching like a string pulled too tight. His face tightened, then split down the center in a thin line, skin stretching and tearing like it was opening itself.

Someone screamed. A real one.

Kade’s body moved before his mind caught up. He stepped back, hand going to the pistol on his hip. He didn’t draw. Not yet. He couldn’t bring himself to draw on a man he’d joked with at lunch two days ago.

Marco’s eyes multiplied.

More eyes opened along his cheekbones and forehead, wet and blinking, tracking everything at once. His mouth widened, jaw unhinging slightly, and another crystalline chime tore out of him.

The sound carried.

Outside, something answered.

A dull, heavy impact, like metal hitting metal. Then another. Then a scraping noise along the canvas wall that made everyone in the tent freeze.

Kade’s blood went cold for real now.

“Back up,” he said, voice low and urgent. “Everybody back up.”

The bearded worker bolted.

The tent flap tore open.

A figure pushed in, tall and wrong, moving low on four limbs and then rising halfway like it couldn’t decide what posture it wanted. Its skin wasn’t skin. It was clear, glassy plates layered over something wet and pulsing. Internal shapes shifted inside it, organs visible for half a second before the creature moved and the light bent away.

Its head was split like Marco’s, but finished. Complete. It had too many eyes, arranged around the split skull like a crown of surveillance. Blue-white frost steamed off it in a thin haze.

The creature tilted its head, listening.

Then it spoke.

In Marco’s voice.

“Kade,” it said softly. “Help me.”

Kade's stomach dropped. The words weren’t emotional. They were bait. Like a recording played back with perfect timing.

One worker, the youngest, took a step forward in shock. “Marco?”

The creature moved faster than Kade expected. It lunged, closing the distance in a blur, and slammed the worker into the tent wall hard enough to pop the guy’s head against the metal support beam. Blood sprayed, instantly darkening, then starting to crystallize at the edges as the air around the creature chilled.

The worker didn’t even get a second scream.

Kade drew his pistol.

His hands were steady because panic had burned itself out and left something cleaner behind: survival. He fired once. The round hit the creature’s shoulder. It staggered, not from pain, but from impact, and the wound didn’t bleed right. The fractured plate around it cracked like ice under stress.

The creature turned toward Kade.

Kade fired again.

The tent erupted into chaos. People tripping over chairs, slamming into each other, swearing, crying, trying to push through the same exit at once. Kade backed up, keeping his weapon trained, heart hammering, trying to count rounds, trying to understand what the hell he was looking at.

Marco’s chair tipped over.

Marco wasn’t human anymore either.

His body convulsed on the ground, bones audibly snapping and reforming, limbs elongating with sickening speed. His face split wider, eyes multiplying as if following instructions. His scream turned into that same chime, beautiful in the way a car crash could be beautiful if you weren’t the one dying.

Kade’s throat tightened. He wanted to vomit. He didn’t. He couldn’t afford it.

He grabbed a fallen fire extinguisher from the tent wall and blasted it at the first creature. White foam hit the glass plates and slid off, useless. The creature lunged again, claws scraping metal, and Kade fired into its head.

The first shot shattered an outer plate.

The second shot punched deeper.

The third dropped it, finally, collapsing in a heap that still twitched like it hadn’t received the memo that it was dead.

Kade didn’t celebrate. He didn’t breathe easier. He turned because Marco was rising behind him.

Marco’s new form moved like an animal learning how to be an animal. Limbs too long, joints wrong, spine sprouting blade-like protrusions that caught the tent light. Those extra eyes locked onto Kade, not with recognition, but with calculation.

Kade took one step back.

Marco lunged.

Kade fired.

The bullets hit and cracked plates and slowed nothing.

The creature slammed into Kade and knocked him into the tent wall. His head rang. His pistol skidded away. He reached for it and his fingers found nothing but gravel and cold. He rolled as claws tore into the canvas where his chest had been a second earlier.

A worker’s body hit the ground near him, dragged by the first creature’s fallen arms like it still twitched with instinct. The sound of bone scraping ice made Kade’s skin crawl.

Kade grabbed a metal chair leg and swung it like a bat. It connected with Marco’s side and the crystalline plates cracked. Marco’s head snapped toward him.

In Marco’s voice again, soft and pleading, it said, “Please.”

Kade snarled, “Shut up,” and swung again, harder.

The plate shattered.

That gave Kade a half second.

He dove, snatched up his pistol, and fired point-blank into the split skull until the slide locked back.

Marco collapsed.

For a moment the tent was silent except for the heater’s roar and the wet sound of someone gurgling somewhere in the mess.

Kade stood shaking, gun in his hand, chest heaving. His ears rang. His stomach churned. He looked down at Marco’s broken body and waited for grief to show up.

It didn’t.

Not yet.

Outside, alarms started wailing. Not evacuation alarms. Lockdown alarms. Heavy doors slamming shut. Security shutters dropping. A loudspeaker crackled on with a calm corporate voice.

“Attention. This is a controlled incident. All personnel remain on site. Do not leave your stations.”

Kade stared at the tent flap, then at the bodies inside, then back at the radio clipped to his vest.

“Controlled,” he whispered.

He shoved through the tent flap and sprinted into the open air, boots slipping on frost that hadn’t been there an hour ago. The site was shifting into emergency mode, but not rescue mode. Containment mode. People were being directed away from the main road, herded inward like cattle. Helios security guards in heavier gear blocked exits with rifles and blank faces.

Kade ran toward the gate anyway.

“Stop,” a guard shouted.

Kade didn’t stop.

He hit the gatehouse, slammed the door open, and stared at the security console. The comms panel was lit up but the outbound lines were locked. Restricted access. Corporate override.

Kade punched the console. Pain flared through his knuckles. He didn’t care.

He grabbed the landline handset and dialed 911 manually.

Nothing.

No dial tone.

He stared at the dead phone like it had insulted his family.

Through the window, he saw movement near the dig fence. Not workers. Not guards. Something tall and refracting, slipping between machinery and snow drifts like it belonged there. Another behind it. A third, further back, pausing like it was listening.

Kade’s mouth went dry.

This wasn’t one incident.

This was the beginning of a harvest.

He reached for his radio, voice low and deadly now. “Helios command, this is Morris. You have infected hostile entities on site. Civilians are dead. You shut down emergency lines. You’re trapping people here. What the hell is going on.”

Static.

Then a calm response, almost bored. “Maintain your perimeter, Morris. Do not interfere.”

Kade stared at the radio, rage sharpening into something colder than fear. “You’re going to let this spread.”

A pause.

Then the voice said, “It’s already spreading.”

Kade’s heart punched against his ribs. He thought of his sister. Her sketchbooks. Her sarcasm. Her stupid little habit of leaving the stove on when she was distracted. Her being alone at home thinking her brother’s job was boring and safe.

Kade grabbed his keys and his gun and ran.

If Helios wanted to lock this down, fine.

He was going to blow the doors open.
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The world didn’t end all at once. It thinned out.

Three years after Helios, the cold didn’t arrive with drama or warning sirens. It settled in the way bad habits do. Quiet. Patient. Permanent. Winter stopped being a season and became the default setting. Snow stayed where it fell. Ice layered over old ice. Buildings that used to breathe with heat and electricity now sat hollow, their windows blown out or boarded up with whatever hands could find. Wind pushed through streets like it owned them, carrying the smell of rust, rot, and old smoke that never quite left the air.

Kade Morris stood at the edge of what used to be a highway rest stop and watched the horizon without expecting anything good to come from it. His coat was patched at the elbows with duct tape and stitching that didn’t match. His gloves were two different brands, neither meant for temperatures like this. Every breath fogged the air in front of him, thick and slow, and he hated how loud it sounded inside his own head.

Behind him, someone coughed. Not a sick cough. A dry one. The kind people made when they didn’t want to complain.

“We don’t stay long,” Z said. Her voice was low, clipped, already halfway to irritated. “Fifteen minutes. We grab what we can. We leave.”

Kade nodded without turning around. Talking felt unnecessary. Talking made mistakes easier.

The rest stop had been picked over before. Everyone could tell. Cars sat frozen where they’d been abandoned, doors hanging open, trunks popped like someone had panicked and then run. Snow had blown into the interiors and hardened, sealing everything in place. It was quiet enough that Kade could hear metal ticking somewhere, expanding and contracting in the cold. That sound always made his stomach tighten. Too close to breathing. Too close to movement.

Three years ago, silence would have meant safety.

Now it meant waiting.

They moved in pairs. That was the rule. Nobody wandered. Nobody rushed. The infected didn’t announce themselves anymore. The early ones had screamed and charged and torn through anything warm. Those didn’t last. The cold changed what survived. The ones left learned patience. They stayed still. They listened.

Kade stepped into the main building, rifle angled down but ready, eyes scanning corners out of muscle memory. The place smelled like mildew and old food and something faintly sweet that made his jaw tighten. A freezer chest lay on its side near the counter, pried open long ago. Empty. Everything useful had already been taken or rotted.

A voice drifted in from outside. Not shouting. Not whispering. Just... talking.

“...can’t feel my hands anymore...”

Kade froze.

Z froze too. He could feel it, the shift in the air, the way every muscle went rigid at once. They didn’t look at each other. They didn’t have to.

Human voices were the most dangerous sound left in the world.

The voice came again, closer this time. Calm. Almost conversational. “I’m not sick. I swear. I just need heat. I just need five minutes.”

Five minutes was how people died.

Z raised her hand slowly, two fingers up. Wait. Her eyes flicked toward the door, then back to Kade. Her mouth tightened. She didn’t believe it. Neither did he. But disbelief didn’t make the decision easier. Shooting a living person still took something out of you, even now. Especially now.

Outside, the voice stopped.

The silence stretched. Thick. Pressurized.

Then came the scraping sound. Slow. Like something heavy being dragged across concrete.

Kade swallowed. His mouth tasted like metal.

From somewhere deeper in the building, something shifted. Not loud enough to place. Just enough to register. His heart kicked harder than he wanted it to. Three years of surviving hadn’t dulled fear. It had sharpened it.

Z leaned in close, her breath brushing his ear. “If that’s bait,” she said quietly, “it’s good bait.”

Kade nodded once. He adjusted his grip on the rifle, feeling the familiar ache in his shoulder. He hated that part of himself that still hoped. It never quite died no matter what it was fed.

The world outside didn’t care.

The cold crept deeper into the building, seeping into walls, bones, and thoughts. Somewhere, something waited. Somewhere else, someone made a choice they wouldn’t be able to take back.

And it was still early in the night.
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The first mistake was letting the door close behind them.

It didn’t slam. It didn’t creak. It just settled into place with a dull, final thud that sounded louder than it should have. Kade felt it in his chest more than his ears, the way you feel a bad decision before you understand it.

Z exhaled slowly through her nose. “Great,” she muttered. “Real smooth.”

Kade didn’t answer. He was already moving, stepping back toward the windows, checking sightlines, counting exits that weren’t really exits anymore. Snow had piled halfway up the glass on one side. The other was cracked, spiderwebbed, a perfect place for something to press its face and wait.

Outside, the wind picked up. Not a howl, not dramatic. Just that constant, grinding push that never stopped anymore. It rattled loose metal, dragged ice across concrete, carried sound farther than it had any right to. Sound was currency now. Spend too much and something always came to collect.

The voice came again, closer.

“I can hear you in there.”

That was wrong. Too clear. Too steady.

Z lifted her gun. “That’s not panic,” she whispered. “That’s rehearsal.”

Anger crawled up his spine. Not rage. Something colder. The kind that came from being tired of the same tricks, the same lies dressed up as hope. Three years ago, he might have opened the door. Three years ago, he would have believed someone begging.

Now he believed patterns.

“Don’t answer,” he said quietly.

The voice paused. Then, softer, almost offended, “You don’t have to be like that.”

A shadow passed across the frosted glass.

Kade’s pulse jumped. Not fast. Heavy. Like something large had shifted its weight.

From the back of the rest stop came a wet sound. A drag. A scrape. Then another. Slow. Deliberate. Not the frantic stumbling of early infected. This was different. This was something that had learned the math of energy. Don’t rush. Don’t waste.

Z swore under her breath. “We stirred the pot.”

They backed toward each other, shoulders almost touching now. Kade could smell her sweat under layers of cold-weather gear, sharp and human and grounding. The heater they’d dragged inside earlier hissed weakly, a low orange glow fighting a losing battle against the cold. If it failed, they’d have minutes before fingers went numb. Less if they had to run.

The window to Kade’s left cracked.

Not shattered. Just a slow, spreading fracture like ice on a pond. Something pressed against it from the outside. A hand. Too pale. Fingers stiff, joints swollen and wrong, skin split and dark where the cold had bitten deep. It didn’t pound. It just leaned. Patient.
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