
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Quiet Professionals













[image: ]




John William

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]

COPYRIGHT © 2026 BY John William.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are 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.

Printed in the United States of America.

––––––––

[image: ]


BOOK DESIGN BY BILL Tomenson  

Cover design by Bill Tomenson

––––––––

[image: ]


FIRST EDITION: FEBRUARY 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION


[image: ]




To my beautiful wife, for believing in this story long before it had a shape.

Thank you for the quiet mornings when I stared at blank pages and you made space for me to try again. For listening when I talked in circles about characters who didn't exist yet, as if they already mattered. For asking the simple questions that helped me find the next scene.

Thank you for carrying extra weight when my head lived elsewhere. For meals, errands, reminders, and the calm voice that pulled me back when the work felt too big. You never treated this book like a hobby I should outgrow. You treated it like something worth finishing, and that changed everything.

You saw the good parts before I did. You noticed the heart of the story when I only saw problems. You celebrated rough drafts because you understood they were steps, not failures. When I wanted to quit, you helped me set smaller goals until the pages stacked.

This book carries your fingerprints in ways no one else will notice. Your patience when I disappeared into my own head. Your steadiness when deadlines loomed. Your trust, even when you had every reason to be tired of hearing "one more chapter."

Most of all, thank you for being home. For being the person I wanted to make proud. For being where I turned with good news and no news alike. I wrote this story with you beside me, even when you were in the next room.

I dedicate this novel to you, with love, and with the promise that your belief was never wasted.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE

[image: ]




The end of the world began with paperwork.

On March 15th, under a brittle blue Alaska sky, Master Sergeant David Reeves signed a digital tablet. The screen acknowledged the risks of cold-weather immersion training. His signature was a precise scrawl. Routine. Another deployment in a career built on them. He handed the tablet back to a logistics clerk. His mind had already moved forward: gear check, flight north, seventy-two hours of radio silence starting at midnight.

That same afternoon, while Reeves' team boarded a C-130 bound for isolation, a different delivery system activated. Not military transport. Civilian couriers. Postal services. Unmarked vans. In forty-seven major cities across five continents, identical thermally-sealed vials reached their destinations. Tokyo. London. Cairo. Los Angeles. San Francisco. The labels varied: industrial enzymes, specialty cosmetics samples, high-grade nutritional supplements. The paperwork was flawless.

Delivery methods matched their targets. University labs received packages under false research grants. Storage lockers opened with codes purchased through untraceable digital currency. Corporate mailrooms sorted them alongside daily parcels. The system was built for redundancy. For deniability. For a specific, synchronized timestamp.

While Staff Sergeant Marcus Chen double-checked encryption on his team's satellite phone, a device about to be powered down and sealed for three months, a clock in a server farm halfway around the world counted down to zero.

On March 28th at precisely 9:00 AM Greenwich Mean Time, the endgame activated.

No explosion. No warning. A silent biochemical trigger: temperature change, oxygen exposure, time-release mechanism. The inner seals of forty-seven vials cracked. Fine mist, colorless and odorless, dispersed into university ventilation shafts. Corporate HVAC systems. Locker rooms. Mail sorting facilities. The pathogen was engineered: hybrid virus, part influenza, part hemorrhagic fever. Its protein sheath bound to human respiratory cells with near-total efficiency. Incubation period: thirty-six hours. Fatality rate: ninety percent.

First symptoms were ordinary. Dry cough. Fever. Profound fatigue. By the time headaches and muscle aches appeared, hosts had already boarded subways. Attended meetings. Kissed children goodnight. Breathed on strangers in grocery store lines. The virus rode every exhalation. A silent passenger on humanity's breath.

On April 4th, while the team in Alaska conducted night navigation under aurora borealis, the first wave of deaths began.

Capillaries burst under fever strain. Organs shut down in systemic cascade. Hospitals overwhelmed within days. The sick died in waiting rooms. In corridors. Slumped over steering wheels in gridlocked traffic. In their beds.

Power grids faltered as technicians died at their posts. Water treatment plants fell silent. Communication networks dissolved into panic, then static, as broadcasters and engineers succumbed. Governments issued frantic orders before their command structures evaporated. The social contract burned away in fever heat.

Through it all, in a frozen Brooks Range valley, six men trained.

They practiced extreme cold survival. Drilled on squad tactics. Ate reconstituted meals and complained about boredom. Their world was wind, snow, the tactical problem in front of them. The satellite phone stayed off, locked in a signal-proof case. They were, by design, ghosts.

Reeves thought of his daughters. The school play he was missing. He promised himself he would make it up to them.

Kozlow, annoyed by his son's college questions, made a mental note to have a real talk when he returned.

Chen, rushed off the phone with his parents, planned to visit after deployment.

Okoye reassured his wife about their finances, about his return, about everything being fine.

Bianchi fell asleep smiling, remembering Elena's yes.

McClain sat alone in darkness, relieved to be free of complexities. Of a life that had already, unknown to him, ceased to exist.

They were the quiet professionals. Experts in a world that was, at that moment, ceasing to require their expertise. The war they had spent their lives training for was over. It lasted seven days. They missed it.

The virus won. The collapse was total.

In the pristine, silent Alaskan wilderness, the last soldiers of a dead nation slept. They dreamed of home while wind carried no sound of screaming. Stars shone down on a planet grown immeasurably, irrevocably quiet.

PART ONE: THE RETURN 
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CHAPTER 1 - SILENT MOUNTAINS
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Brooks Range Summit

The air in the Brooks Range was a physical presence. Cold like a knife, so sharp it felt clean. At 0600 hours, Arctic dawn bled violet and gold across endless white. Weak, beautiful light painted jagged peaks. Six figures moved in precise silence against the alpine slope, breath pluming in controlled clouds.

Master Sergeant David Reeves led the ascent. His boots crunched through wind-hardened snow. Sixteen years of muscle memory propelled him upward, but his mind was thousands of miles south. A Colorado kitchen. A calendar on the wall. He pushed the thought away. Focused on incline, breathing rhythm, pack weight. Behind him, the team moved as one organism. Three months of isolated training had sanded away friction.

They reached the summit together. A small, windswept plateau of rock and ice. Reeves dropped his pack with a soft grunt. His eyes scanned the impossible expanse below. A view that swallowed you whole. Made you feel insignificant in the best way.

"Navigation exercise complete." His voice was rough from disuse and cold. "Right on the money."

Staff Sergeant Marcus Chen slumped against a rock. He pulled a handheld GPS from his parka. "Confirming. Twelve clicks in six hours. Through a whiteout for half of it. Not bad for old men."

Sergeant First Class James Okoye laughed. A warm sound that defied the cold. He checked his gloves for frostbite. "Speak for yourself, kid. Some of us have to keep up with you youngsters."

Chief Warrant Officer Ryan McClain stood apart. His gaze fixed on the southern horizon. Expression unreadable. "Civilization. Twenty-four hours and I get coffee that doesn't taste like fuel."

Staff Sergeant Tommy Bianchi dug in his pack for a satellite phone. Stopped. Remembered the comms-blackout protocol. He flashed a sheepish grin. "Forgot. Tomorrow. First thing tomorrow, I'm calling Elena. She's probably picked out seven different wedding cakes by now."

Sergeant First Class Aaron Kozlow moved beside Reeves. Followed his gaze south. "You thinking about them?"

Kozlow's question was quiet. His own longing was palpable between them.

"Every step." Reeves kept his voice low. "Missed my youngest's birthday. Three days ago. Kept thinking I'd get a break in the weather to try the sat phone early."

Kozlow nodded. He pulled his own phone from a sealed inner pocket. Looked at the lock screen. A photo of his teenage son mid-laugh. Caught in a sunny backyard that no longer felt real. "Jennifer give you hell?"

"The usual. The school play I'm missing. The promise to make it up." Reeves shook his head. Small, weary motion. "You know the script."

"Same script, different cast." Kozlow put the phone away. The ghost of his son's smile seemed to fade into glacial air. "We'll call tomorrow. Hear their voices. It'll be okay."

The summit mood was light. Buoyed by accomplishment and imminent return to the world. They shared water. Stamped feeling back into feet. Pointed out distant landmarks. A picture of professional triumph. Men at the peak of their craft returning from the edge of nothing. They were the quiet professionals. They had conquered another wilderness.

Below them, Alaskan vastness stretched out. Silent and pristine. It held no echo of static hissing across dead frequencies. No scent of decay waiting in cities to the south. For this last, fleeting moment, the world was only wind, cold, and fragile human warmth. Six men who believed they were going home.

Base Camp Evening

By 1800 hours, brutal alpine clarity had softened into deep twilight blue. Base camp was a cluster of low domed tents huddled in a shallow depression. Minimal shelter from wind. Inside the largest tent, a single portable heater glowed cherry-red. Fighting a losing battle against creeping cold. Air was thick with wet wool, diesel, reheated food.

Dinner was MREs. Plastic pouches arranged with resigned ceremony. Reeves sat on a collapsible stool. He worked methodically through beef stew that tasted of salt and cardboard. Around him, the team's mood was fatigued satisfaction. The easy rhythm of men who had endured something difficult together and survived.

Chen held up a packet of chocolate peanut butter. "I swear, this is the only thing that keeps me going. The thought of real food. A steak so big it hangs off the plate. Vegetables that didn't come dehydrated in a bag."

"You're dreaming." McClain stirred his own meal. Movements economical. "First thing you'll get is airport food. Then you'll wish you were back here with the beef stew."

Okoye ignored his meal. Attention fixed on his phone. The screen cast soft glow on his face. He swiped through an endless stream of photos. Gummy smile. Tiny fists. A sleeping infant swaddled in blue. His expression, usually calm professionalism, had melted into something unguarded.

Bianchi peered over his shoulder. "How many pictures of the same baby does one man need, Okoye? He's like three months old. He eats, he sleeps, he does other stuff. That's it."

Okoye didn't look up. "You'll understand when it's your kid. Every blink is different." He stopped on a photo of his wife. Exhausted and radiant in a hospital bed. Their son a tiny bundle in her arms. "She sent this last week. Said he's starting to recognize her voice."

"See?" Bianchi grinned. Shoveled a spoonful of chili into his mouth. "Eating, sleeping, and recognizing. Told you. Five hundred pictures of the same three activities."

"Let him be." Kozlow smiled. "We've all got our thing we're hurrying back to. His is cuter than your wedding planning spreadsheets."

Bianchi's grin widened. "Those spreadsheets are tactical documents. Color-coded by priority. Elena says I'm more organized about napkin colors than I was about the mission in Kandahar."

Laughter rattled around the tent. Dry and brief. A good sound. Reeves listened. Watched them. Chen, the tech genius already cataloguing his first real meal. McClain, the stoic pilot, already transitioning back to schedules and machinery. Okoye, his heart visibly tethered to Virginia. Bianchi, buzzing with simple joy of a future being built. Kozlow, the steady presence, watching over them like an older brother.

They were his team. For three months, they had been his only world. Tomorrow they would re-enter another one. Scatter back to separate lives. Separate loves. The thought left him with a hollow feeling beneath his ribs. Preemptive loneliness. He pushed it down.

"Alright, enjoy the gourmet cuisine." His voice cut through chatter. "We pack at 0500. Extraction is 0900. I want this place looking like we were never here. Then we call home."

The mention of home sobered the group. Pleasant sobriety. Nods were exchanged. Packing would be routine. Calling home was the mission now. They finished their meals in companionable silence. Heater buzzing. Wind a distant moan outside canvas walls. One more night in silent mountains. One more night between them and the voices they ached to hear.

Reeves stood. Took his empty pouch to the trash bag. He caught Okoye closing his phone. The man's thumb gently stroking the dark screen before pocketing it. Reeves understood. You held onto the feeling as long as possible. Carried the warmth into the cold.

He moved toward the tent flap. Needed a moment of quiet. "First watch is McClain. I'll take second. Get some sleep."

He stepped outside. The cold was a slap. Shocking and pure. Overhead, first stars pricked through velvet sky. Sharp and indifferent. He tilted his head back. Breathed frozen air. Let himself think, just for a second, of a Colorado kitchen. A missed birthday. A promise he intended to keep. Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would make it right.

Reeves Alone

Inside his tent, the world shrank to nylon dimensions and the rasp of his breathing. The heater's feeble glow from the central shelter did not penetrate here. Cold was more intimate now. Seeping through the insulated floor. Pressing against fabric walls. Reeves lay still in his sleeping bag. A mummy-wrapped statue. Eyes open to the dark.

Day's march left fatigue as solid weight in his bones. His mind refused to settle. It buzzed with low-grade, persistent current. The administrative aftermath of mission focus. Equipment inventories. Debrief timelines. Travel logistics. Underneath, quieter and more insistent, was the other list. Things he had missed.

He reached for his tablet. Powered it on. Screen light was shocking blue in absolute black. He bypassed mission files. Opened a personal folder. Encrypted but simple. School schedules. His youngest daughter's. A chaotic grid of colors and times for art, music, recess. His eyes scanned dates. Moving backward through empty weeks of his absence.

There it was. Three days past. A small, digital notation: Birthday.

He hadn't just missed a school play. He had missed the day she turned nine. A hard knot formed in his throat. Tight and hot. He could see the kitchen table. The one with the scratch on the left corner from when she'd tried to help him build a model and dropped the glue. He could see the cake her mother would have made. Chocolate with purple frosting. Her current favorite color. He could hear the laughter. The singing. The inevitable sibling squabble over presents. A whole universe of sound and light. Happening 3,000 miles away in his absence.

His promise to make it up felt hollow here. In the silent vacuum of the Arctic. What did "make it up" mean? A belated present shipped from some base exchange? A rushed video call between deployments? He had built a life on postponed moments. An architecture of "next times" and "when I get backs." The structure was looking shaky.

He closed the tablet. Plunged himself back into darkness. Images persisted. Brighter against the black. His daughter's face, not from a photo but from memory. From last leave. She'd been showing him a drawing. Something with a horse that looked more like a dog with a mane. She'd been so earnest. Explaining the story behind it. Had he been listening? Or just nodding while thinking about pre-deployment paperwork?

He turned onto his side. Sleeping bag rustled like a giant husk. He needed sleep. The mission wasn't over until they were wheels up. A leader needed rest.

But the leader was also a father. And the father had forgotten, or had let himself be forced to forget, a day that was a cornerstone in a little girl's world. Guilt was a cold companion. Different from the air. Settling deep in his chest.

He made the decision. A firm pressure behind his ribs. First thing tomorrow, the moment they had clear comms, he would call. Not a quick check-in. He would listen. He would ask about the cake, the presents, the friends. He would apologize. Properly. Without excuses. And he would make a new promise. One he would etch into his schedule, into his bones. Skiing. Just them. No distractions. He would be present.

A small plan. A tiny counterweight against the vast scale of his absence. But something to hold onto. He clung to it. A lifeline in the dark. Finally, his breathing began to slow. Syncing with the distant sigh of wind. Memories receded from painful clarity to soft-edged echoes. He held the image of his daughter's smiling face. The one from before he left. Let it drag him down into shallow, uneasy sleep. Tomorrow, he would make it right.

Flashback - Kitchen Argument

The Colorado kitchen was warm. Thick with roasted chicken and steamed broccoli. Fluorescent light glinted off stainless steel appliances. Too bright. Casting hard shadows. A scene of domesticity that felt to David Reeves like a photograph he was failing to properly inhabit.

He sat at the head of the table. Still in his fatigues. Boots heavy on tile floor. His wife, Jennifer, moved between stove and counter. Controlled economy of motion. Back straight. She hadn't looked at him since he'd walked in ten minutes ago.

His younger daughter, Lily, age nine, pushed broccoli around her plate. Sullen energy vibrated through her small frame. "You're missing it." Her voice aimed for accusation but cracked into disappointment. "The play is Friday. I'm a talking sunflower. I have three lines."

"I know, bug." The old nickname felt clumsy. "I saw the calendar. I'm sorry. It's the training schedule. It's locked in."

"You're always sorry." Lily muttered. Didn't look up.

His older daughter, Emma, twelve going on twenty-five, shot her sister a warning glance. "It's okay, Lily. We record it. Dad watches it when he gets back." Her tone was diplomatic. A peacemaker's tone. It cut Reeves deeper than Lily's pout. She'd learned to mediate too young.

"It's not the same." Lily insisted. Her eyes glistened.

Jennifer placed a serving dish on the table. Quiet, definitive clink. She finally looked at him. Her eyes were the same hazel he'd fallen for. Now they held a fatigue no amount of sleep could fix. A look that measured distance in months, not miles. "She's been practicing those lines for weeks, David. She wanted you to hear them."

"I want to hear them." He felt the argument rise like a familiar tide. He tried to deflect. Offer a solution. "How about this? When I get back, we all go up to Breckenridge. Just us. A long weekend. We'll get that cabin. The one with the big fireplace. You teach me how to ski better, Em. And Lily, we'll find the biggest hot chocolate they have. All the whipped cream."

He was building the vision as he spoke. Layering detail upon detail. Trying to construct a future promise substantial enough to offset the present absence. He could see it. The snow. The fire. Their laughter. For a moment, he almost believed it himself.

Lily's head tilted. "Do you promise?"

"I promise." The words were automatic. A soldier's pledge.

Jennifer turned away. Her shoulders tightened as she picked up a towel to wipe an already-clean counter. The silence stretched. Filled only by the hum of the refrigerator. Emma watched her mother. Then her father. Fork poised midway to her mouth.

"You should eat your chicken, Lily." Emma said softly. Breaking the silence.

Reeves looked at his wife's back. The rigid line of her spine. He knew that posture. The posture of swallowed words. Of arguments had too many times to have again. The posture of waiting for a deployment to be over so the real work of missing him could begin.

"Jen." He started.

She turned. The smile she offered was small, brittle. It didn't reach her eyes. "The cabin sounds nice. We'll look forward to it."

The sentence hung in the air. A placeholder for everything unsaid. We'll look forward to it until something else comes up. Until the Army needs you. Until the world interrupts. She didn't say he'd broken promises before. She didn't have to.

The rest of the meal passed in a clatter of cutlery and forced conversation. School and homework and a neighbor's new dog. Tension remained. A fourth presence at the table. Sitting in his empty chair for the months he would be gone. He finished his food. Tasted nothing. His mind already shifting to the gear checklist waiting in his duffel by the door. To the cold, silent mountains of Alaska where objectives were clear and a man's word was his bond.

He had made a promise to his daughter. He had made a thousand promises to his wife. As he rose to clear his plate, he felt the weight of every single one. Heavy as body armor. And wondered, with familiar, private dread, which ones he would inevitably fail to keep.
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CHAPTER 2 - FIRST CONTACT
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Morning Hike

Arctic night cold had settled into the bones of the land. Brittle frost coated every rock and stunted pine. At 0800 hours, the sun was a pale coin in washed-out blue sky. Light but little warmth. The team moved down from high camp in loose, familiar file. Their boots broke the crystalline crust with a sound like grinding teeth.

Reeves led. His breath plumed in steady clouds. The path was a narrow ribbon of trampled white winding through silent spruce. His mind, clearer after thin sleep, fixed on the destination: forward base camp and the secure communications array waiting there. The promise he'd made to himself in the dark felt more urgent in stark morning light.

Kozlow fell into step beside him. Breathing measured. For a while, they walked in companionable silence. Only sounds were the crunch of footsteps and the distant cry of a raven.

"Nervous?" Kozlow asked. Voice low.

"About what?"

"Calling home. I always get a twist in my gut before that first call after blackout. Like standing on a high dive."

Reeves nodded. Understanding perfectly. The transition was always jarring. You went from being a single cell in a tactical organism back to being a father, a husband, a man with a mortgage and a lawn that needed mowing. "This one was smooth. Cold, but smooth. No complications. It's a good one to come back from."

"Yeah." Real relief in Kozlow's voice. "My Sarah, she hears things on the news. Every time, she imagines the worst. This time I tell her it was just hiking. Just the cold. She might even believe me."

Behind them, Okoye was talking to Bianchi. His voice carried in thin air. "The daycare costs more than our first apartment. I told her the deployment bonus covers six months of it, easy. Takes the pressure off."

"That's smart." Bianchi said. "Strategic financial planning. I'm just spending my bonus on a wedding. Elena's got a Pinterest board that's a military strike plan for our savings account."

McClain walked alone. Several yards back. He wasn't lagging. His pace was steady. Eyes constantly scanning the tree line, the ridge above, the trail ahead. The habit of a pilot. A man used to surveying terrain from above and distrusting any detail that didn't fit the map. He didn't contribute to the chatter. His silence was a familiar presence. A rock in the stream of conversation.

The trail began to level out. Descending into a wider valley where a frozen creek lay like a smashed mirror under ice. Base camp was just a few miles south. A cluster of prefab shelters they hadn't seen in three months.

"One more hour." Reeves turned his head slightly so his voice carried back. "Get the gear stowed, fire up the coffee pot, and then we make the calls."

A murmur of assent went through the group. The mood was light. Anticipatory. The hardship was behind them. They had conquered the wilderness, proven their skills once again. Now their reward was the simple, profound sound of a loved one's voice. They discussed plans for travel, for leave, for the mundane joys of hot showers and clean sheets.

Reeves allowed himself a fraction of that anticipation. He would call Jennifer first. Lead with the apology, not the excuse. Then he'd talk to the girls. Listen to Lily's sunflower lines, even if it was just her reciting them over the phone. Ask Emma about her science project. He would be present, if only for a few minutes on a satellite connection.

The forest around them was profoundly still. No wind stirred the branches. No animals scurried in the underbrush. A silence so complete it felt attentive, as if the vast, frozen landscape was holding its breath. Reeves shook off the thought. Just the cold. Just Alaska.

He focused on the trail. On the steady rhythm of the march. On warmth beginning to build under his layers from exertion. Everything was proceeding according to plan. The mission was concluding. The world they had left behind was waiting, just a phone call away. He picked up the pace. Eager now. The image of his family's kitchen table fixed in his mind like a beacon.

Radio Static

Forward base camp was not much more than a reinforced shed and a larger communications tent hunkered in a clearing. Olive drab fabric dusted with old snow. By 1400 hours, the team had shed their heavy packs inside the shed. Quick, efficient unpacking of men glad to be done carrying. But the real focus was next door.

Inside the comms tent, air was marginally warmer. Thick with the smell of electronics and stale coffee. Racks of equipment hummed with low power. Lights blinking steady, reassuring green. Chen stood at the central console. Fingers already flying across the keyboard. Bringing systems online. Reeves stood at his shoulder, flanked by Kozlow and Okoye. Bianchi and McClain hovered near the entrance. Casual postures belying their fixed attention on the screens.

"Alright, let's say hello to the world." Chen's tone was light. He donned a headset. Adjusted the microphone. Began the sequence. "This is Sierra Two-One, on secure channel Alpha-Seven, requesting check-in and comms verification. Over."

He released the transmit button. The only sound was the hollow hiss of the speakers. The sound of empty circuitry. Chen's brow furrowed slightly. He checked a connection. Repeated the call. "Sierra Two-One, secure channel Alpha-Seven, do you copy? Over."

Again, nothing but static. White, featureless noise.

"Probably just a glitch with this node." Bianchi offered from the doorway. Pulling a candy bar from his pocket. "Try the emergency band. That thing's got more redundancy than my grandma's meatloaf recipe."

Chen nodded. Switching frequencies with a practiced flick. The character of the static changed slightly. A deeper, more resonant hiss. "Sierra Two-One, on emergency channel Zulu-Niner, priority check-in. Do you read? Over."

Silence. The static yawned back at them.

A faint line appeared between Chen's eyebrows. He methodically began cycling through every pre-programmed military frequency. Regiment-specific channels to broad, all-forces bands. Each time, he keyed the mic. Gave the call sign. Waited. Each time, the response was the same: a blank, unbroken wall of static.

"Okay." Chen's voice lost its casual edge. He removed his headset. Began running a diagnostic program on the console. Lines of code scrolled up a secondary monitor. "Hardware's fine. Power's optimal. Transmitter is punching out at full strength. Receiver is wide open."

"Maybe it's atmospheric." Okoye suggested. His tone lacked conviction. "Solar flare or something knocking everything out locally."

"Could be." Chen was already shaking his head. "But we should be hearing something. Traffic. Chatter. Even encrypted stuff sounds like garbled noise, not this. This empty room sound."

He switched to commercial bands. AM frequencies first. Scrolling through the dial. Where there should have been the blare of talk radio, advertisements, music, there was only that same hissing void. FM bands yielded nothing. Aviation channels. Maritime frequencies. Even the civilian emergency broadcast band. All dead.

The tent grew quiet. The hum of equipment now sounded accusatory. Blinking green lights seemed to mock them. Static from the speakers was no longer just an absence of signal. It had become a presence. A voice telling them nothing, which was worse than telling them something bad.

McClain pushed off from the tent pole he'd been leaning against. "Run the full diagnostic again. Top to bottom."

"I already did." A touch of defensiveness in Chen's voice. He gestured at the screen. "It's not us. The equipment is functioning perfectly."

"Then it's them." Kozlow said quietly. His arms were crossed tightly over his chest. "Everyone else. The equipment out there. It's all off."

"That's impossible." Bianchi said. His joke about meatloaf was forgotten. He stared at the speakers as if he could force a voice to emerge through willpower alone.

Reeves had been silent. Watching Chen work. Watching the screens. The cold knot from last night was back in his gut. Colder. Harder. This wasn't a missed birthday. This was a silent world. "Try the satellite uplink." His voice was calm. Cutting through the growing unease. "Direct link to JTF-Alaska. Bypass everything local."

Chen nodded. Turning to a different console. His movements were still precise, but there was new tension in his shoulders. The quiet in the tent was absolute. Save for the click of keys and the endless, sighing static.

Satellite Failure

Chen's focus narrowed to the bank of equipment dedicated to satellite communication. This was different from the radio array. A complex suite of hardened hardware designed to punch a signal through 22,000 miles of vacuum to a geosynchronous eye in the sky. The team crowded closer. Earlier casual tension sharpening into a blade's edge of concentration.

"Bringing the SCUD suite online." Chen murmured. More to himself than to them. A series of high-pitched beeps answered his commands. A larger monitor flickered to life. Displaying a global map dotted with orbital paths of military and civilian satellites. "I've got acquisition. Birds are right where they should be."

A collective, barely perceptible exhale rippled through the tent. The satellites were there. That was something.

"Establishing link to JTF-Alaska primary." Chen continued. His fingers danced over the keyboard. Entering long strings of authentication codes. The system chirped acceptance. "Link is live. Handshake is good. We have a solid pipe."

On the monitor, a status bar filled with bright green light. Connected.

For three heartbeats, hope flickered in the close, cold air of the tent.

Then Chen's shoulders slumped. Just a fraction. He leaned forward. Squinting at the data streaming in. "That's weird."

"What?" Reeves asked. Voice low.

"We're connected. Bandwidth is wide open. But there's no data traffic. None." He switched views. Pulling up diagnostic feeds. "GPS constellation is active, but the correctional data feeds are stale. Last update was over a week ago. Military comms satellites are broadcasting carrier waves, but no encrypted traffic. No packet flow at all."

He toggled to a different system. Pulling up weather satellite imagery. The screen filled with a crisp, horrifyingly normal-looking cloud formation over the Gulf of Alaska. The time stamp in the corner was current. "See? The satellites are working. They're taking pictures. Relaying basic telemetry. But the command uplinks, the data downlinks people use, they're silent."

Chen leaned back in his chair. Staring at the perfect, useless image on the screen. He looked young suddenly. The confidence of his expertise giving way to stark confusion. "It's like the infrastructure is all still running. The power grids for these systems. The ground stations. The satellites themselves. But the people who use them. The people who talk to each other through them." He trailed off.

"Are gone." McClain finished. The two words flat and final as stones dropped into a well.

"No." Okoye objected. It was a weak sound. "That's not possible. There'd be something. Automated distress. Repeaters looping. Something."

"Unless whatever happened took out the users so fast, so completely, that the automated systems just kept going without anyone to talk to." Kozlow's arms wrapped tight around his torso. "Like a phone network with no one left to call."

Bianchi had gone pale. He was no longer looking at the equipment but at the floor. As if answers might be found in the frozen dirt under the tent. "Elena." He whispered. Lost in the hum of the machines.

Reeves placed a hand on Chen's shoulder. Feeling the tense muscle beneath the fabric. "Every satellite. Every one we have access to. Military, civilian, commercial, foreign. I don't care if it's a weather satellite from Japan or a television bird from Brazil. Cycle through all of them."

Chen nodded. Swallowing hard. He went to work. Movements robotic now. For twenty minutes, the only sounds were clicks and beeps of the console. Faint whirl of cooling fans. That eternal, whispering static from the radio speakers. Screen after screen flashed by. Crisp images of cloud patterns over the Pacific. Sun glinting off the Sahara. The night side of Earth, speckled with what should have been glittering networks of cities.

But the cities were dark.

Not all of them. Vast swathes of North America, Asia, Europe. Great continents of blackness where there should have been webs of light. Some smaller clusters of illumination remained. Tiny, isolated pinpricks in the overwhelming dark.

Chen stopped on one image. Zooming in on the west coast of North America. The dense, brilliant galaxy that should have been the Seattle-Portland corridor was a murky smudge. Only a few, faint sparks here and there. Like the last embers in a cold fireplace.

He didn't need to run more tests. The evidence was on the screen. In the silent data streams. In the static-filled air.

He turned to look at Reeves. Eyes wide. "The satellites work, Master Sergeant. Nobody's using them."

Team Meeting

The comms tent felt smaller. Walls of olive drab fabric seeming to press inward under the weight of silence they had just measured. Screens still displayed their grim proofs: the dark continents, the empty data lanes. Chen had powered the speakers down, but the memory of static seemed to linger. A phantom vibration in the air.

Reeves moved to the center of the space. The team instinctively formed a loose half-circle around him. Their faces were etched in the glow of equipment lights. All traces of morning's anticipation scoured away. He saw fear in their eyes. The same cold dread uncoiling in his own gut. But he also saw training. Discipline holding them upright. Waiting for orders.

"Alright." Reeves began. His voice cutting through heavy quiet. "We have a situation. Communications are down. All of them. The infrastructure appears intact, but the traffic is gone. The visual data supports a significant reduction in population centers."

He kept his words clinical. Factual. The only way to keep the towering, unthinkable implication at bay.

"So what's the play?" McClain's voice was gravelly. He stood with feet planted wide. As if bracing against a physical force. "Our extraction is scheduled for the day after tomorrow. It requires a confirmatory radio signal from us and a responding signal from Elmendorf. If no one's answering." He left the sentence hanging.

"We sit here and we die." Kozlow said. His practical mind already shifting to logistics. "Food's not an issue short-term, but fuel for the heaters is. This is a comms outpost, not a sustainment hub. We've got maybe a week of comfort. Less if the temperature drops again."

Chen spoke up. His technician's brain still grappling with the puzzle. "It could be a coordinated cyber-attack. A massive, global kill switch on communications. A blackout. It would explain the silence but not the lights going out." He gestured weakly at the satellite image of the dark American coastline.

Okoye rubbed a hand over his face. "People would be panicking. Hospitals. Police. Military. They'd have fallbacks. Field radios. HF sets. We should be hearing something. Even if it's just chaos."

Bianchi hadn't spoken. He was staring at a fixed point on the tent wall. Jaw working. The mention of hospitals seemed to jolt him. "Elena had a cold. When I talked to her, just before we went dark. She said it was just a cold."

The statement landed like a stone. A simple cold. A mundane illness. In the context of global silence, it took on a monstrous new shape.

Reeves saw the direction of their thoughts. The terrifying void they were all peering into. He couldn't let them fall in. Not yet. "Speculation isn't a mission." He stated firmly. Pulling their gazes back to him. "Our immediate problem is factual. We are out of contact with command. Our scheduled extraction is now in doubt. We need more information than this tent provides."

He turned to McClain. "The bush plane. The Cessna at the strip. What's its status?"

McClain's eyes narrowed. Calculating. "Full pre-flight before we deployed. Tanks topped. She's in a hardened shelter. Should turn over. It's a four-hour flight to Elmendorf in Anchorage. Maybe three if the winds are right."

"Anchorage." Kozlow repeated. The word was a lifeline. A place. A destination with people, answers, an air traffic control tower that should be talking.

"It's the nearest major military installation." Reeves said. Decision solidifying as he spoke. "If there's any organized response, any continuity of government, it'll be there. We go, we get eyes on, we get answers. Then we know what we're dealing with."

"And if Anchorage is like this?" Okoye asked quietly. Waving a hand at the dead screens.

"Then we know that too." Reeves met each of their eyes in turn. "But we don't know anything standing here listening to the quiet. We move. We adapt. That's what we do."

He saw assent in their nods. Even McClain's slow, grim one. Action was preferable to waiting. Movement was better than the static.

"Okay." Reeves said. "We prep tonight. Travel light but prepared. Weapons, cold-weather gear, basic sustainment. We leave at first light. McClain, you're on the stick. Chen, pack anything from here that might help us get a signal or access data on the ground. The rest of you, break down the camp to SOP. I want no sign we were here."

They dispersed with new purpose. A somber one, but a purpose. The terrifying unknown had been boxed, for now, into a set of tactical problems: pre-flight checks, packing lists, a route to follow.

As they filed out of the tent, Reeves was the last to leave. He cast a final look at the silent consoles. The maps of a darkened world. He thought of Jennifer. Of Lily and Emma. Of their warm, noisy kitchen. He pictured the phone on the wall. Silent. He pictured the streets outside their home. Dark.

He switched off the main power bank. Plunging the tent into a darkness that felt utterly different from the Arctic night outside. It was the darkness of a switched-off world. Tomorrow, they would fly toward the heart of it. Hoping to find a pulse.

Flashback - College Discussion

Afternoon sun streamed through the bay window of Aaron Kozlow's living room in Colorado Springs. Painting a bright rectangle on the rug. A clean, quiet space. The kind maintained by a spouse who took pride in a stable home. The stability felt like a thin veneer today.

Kozlow sat in his favorite armchair. A stack of college catalogs on the ottoman before him. He held one open. Finger tracing a line under a subheading for engineering prerequisites. Across from him on the sofa, his son, Leo, slouched with deliberate casualness. Staring at his own choice: a brochure from a liberal arts college known for its music program. The boy's headphones were around his neck. Leaking a tinny whisper of drums and bass.

"Look at this." Kozlow tapped the page. "Solid state electronics. Materials science. This is the foundation, Leo. This is building things. A career with structure. You could work in aerospace. Defense. Anything."

Leo didn't look up from the brochure's photo of a student playing a grand piano in a sun-dappled hall. "I don't want to build circuit boards, Dad. I want to write songs."

"You write songs on the weekends." Kozlow said. The reasonable tone he used in briefing rooms felt hollow here. "This is about your future. Security. A degree that means something."

"Music means something." Leo muttered. Jaw tight.

From the kitchen doorway, Sarah Kozlow watched. A dish towel in her hands. Her eyes moved from her husband's frustrated profile to her son's defiantly bowed head. "He's got talent, Aaron. The teacher said his composition for the winter concert was the best she's heard in years."

"Talent doesn't pay the mortgage." Kozlow said. Then immediately winced at his own words. He saw Leo flinch as if struck. "I didn't mean it like that. I mean it's a hard path. An uncertain one. I want better for you."

"Your version of better." Leo said. Finally looking up. His eyes, the same shade of grey as his father's, were bright with challenge.

"Aaron." Sarah interceded. Voice calm but firm. "Maybe there's a middle ground. A minor in business with a music major? Something practical to support the art?"

Kozlow sighed. Closing the catalog. The deployment packet sat on the side table. A thick, ominous envelope. It pulled at his attention. A tangible reminder of a world that demanded all of his focus. "We'll talk more when I get back, okay? We'll sit down. Really look at the options." His standard deferral. The soldier's promise of future attention.

Leo just shrugged. A gesture of profound resignation. He knew what "when I get back" meant. It meant emails and short calls. It meant this conversation stretched out over months until deadlines passed and choices were made by default.

Sarah moved into the room. Perching on the arm of the sofa. She changed the subject. A tactical retreat. "Did you see the news this morning? There's a nasty flu going around in China. They've shut down some big city. Looks scary on the maps they were showing."

Kozlow barely glanced up from the deployment packet he'd now picked up. "It's flu season, Sarah. It's always something. Remember that bird flu? The swine flu? The media loves a good pandemic scare. Sells ads." He flipped through pages. Checking immunization records. His own were up to date. That was the relevant fact.

"This seems different." She insisted. Her worry seeking an outlet. "The numbers they're talking about."

"They inflate everything." He dismissed it with a wave of his hand. "By next week it'll be forgotten. Replaced by a political scandal or a celebrity divorce. Don't let it get to you."

He offered her a smile. Meant to be reassuring. She held his gaze for a second. Then looked away. Back toward the silent television. Her worry didn't dissipate. It just settled deeper. Unshared.

Leo watched the exchange. Expression unreadable. He saw his father's distraction. The way his mind was already in Alaska. Already solving problems that weren't here in this sunlit room. He saw his mother's concern being gently, firmly brushed aside. He picked up his headphones. Slid them over his ears. Blocking them both out. The first, quiet note of his retreat already sounding.

Kozlow saw the gesture. Felt a pang of guilt. Promptly buried it under the more immediate weight of duty. He had a mission to prepare for. The family tensions. The news reports. They were background noise. The signal was the deployment. Everything else was static. He told himself he'd fix it. He'd be present. He'd listen. When he got back.
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CHAPTER 3 - ANCHORAGE
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Flight In

The Cessna 185 carved through flawless, heartless blue sky. At 0900 hours, Alaskan wilderness unspooled beneath them like a gargantuan quilt of white and evergreen. Breathtaking in its savage emptiness. Inside the cockpit, the roar of the single prop engine was constant, vibrating hum. Making conversation a series of shouted statements.

McClain sat in the left seat. Hands resting lightly on the yoke. Eyes constantly moving between horizon, instrument panel, vast landscape below. His posture was that of a man in his natural habitat. But the usual tight focus was edged with something else. A watchfulness that went beyond standard navigation.

Reeves occupied the co-pilot's seat. His own gaze scanning terrain. The beauty outside the window felt like mockery. Every pristine snowfield, every untouched mountain pass, was testament to how completely the world of men could be erased.

In the back, Chen was tethered to his salvaged comms gear. Headset clamped over his ears. Laptop balanced on his knees. Every few minutes, he would cycle through frequencies. Lips moving silently as he repeated call signs into the mic. Each time, he'd glance at Reeves and give a small, grim shake of his head. Static was their only companion.

Okoye stared out the window. His medical mind perhaps envisioning triage scenarios. Field hospitals. The logistics of pandemic. Bianchi had his forehead pressed to cool Plexiglas. Watching trees blur beneath them. Kozlow meticulously checked and re-checked the action of his service rifle. The repetitive clack-clack a mechanical counterpoint to the engine's drone.

"Elmendorf Tower, this is Cessna November-Seven-Two-Niner-Hotel, fifty miles north, inbound for landing." McClain called into his radio for the tenth time since takeoff. "Request landing instructions and advisories. Over."

The response was the same hollow hiss that had infected their world. He let the silence hang for a full minute before trying again on the emergency frequency. Then the military air-to-ground band. Nothing.

"Maybe they're on a different shift." Bianchi said from the back. Voice strained with false levity. "Maybe everyone's at lunch. Global lunch break."

No one laughed. The joke died in the engine's noise.

As they drew closer to the Anchorage basin, the first concrete signs began to register. Or rather, the absence of signs.

"No contrails." Kozlow said. Pointing upward through the windshield at the empty azure expanse.

McClain nodded tightly. "No ADS-B signals on the tracker. Not one." The screen that should have been dotted with transponder codes from commercial and private aircraft was blank.

Now they all watched. Faces pressed to windows. The sprawling suburbs of Anchorage came into view. A geometric pattern of streets and rooftops dusted with snow. No movement. No cars on the Glenn Highway, a grey ribbon that should have been shimmering with traffic. No smoke from chimneys. No lights, though in daylight that was less telling.

The city itself appeared as a silent, grey sculpture. Downtown high-rises stood like tombstones. The port of Anchorage was frozen still. No ships at berth. No cranes moving.

"Oh, God." Okoye whispered. The words barely audible.

McClain banked the plane gently. Beginning his descent pattern toward Elmendorf-Richardson, the massive joint air force base on the city's eastern edge. The runways were clear of snow. Long, dark strips against the white. No emergency vehicles waited. No flashing lights of a follow-me truck. No other planes on the taxiways. The control tower windows reflected only sky.

It was the silence that was most monstrous. A city of nearly 300,000 people made no sound. Produced no movement. Offered no signal.

McClain lined up on the main runway. His approach textbook perfect. The wheels touched down with a chirp and a puff of smoke. The plane rolling out in profound quiet broken only by their own engine and the rush of wind. He taxied toward a cluster of hangars. Eyes scanning for any sign of life.

The base was a monument to orderly abandonment. Parked fighter jets sat under their shelters. Fuel trucks were parked neatly beside hangars. Everything was in its place.

Everything but the people.

McClain brought the Cessna to a stop near a closed hangar door and cut the engine. The sudden silence was absolute. A physical pressure on the ears. For a long moment, no one moved. No one spoke. They sat in the vibrating quiet. Listening to the absence of a world.

Reeves unbuckled his harness. The click obscenely loud. He met McClain's eyes. Then turned to look at the team in the back. Their faces were pale. Eyes wide. The professional curiosity, the need for answers, had curdled into something colder and more certain.

"Weapons." Reeves said. Voice flat in the dead quiet. "Full kit. We move in tactical formation. Chen, Okoye, you're with me. We head to base operations. McClain, Kozlow, Bianchi, secure the immediate area, then follow. Watch each other's backs."

There were no questions. Only the grim, mechanical sounds of body armor being secured. Of rifle bolts being drawn back and released. Of magazines seating home with a solid thunk. They were soldiers again. Stepping not into a combat zone, but into a graveyard. The answers they had flown to find were waiting for them in the silent buildings. And every one of them, in that dreadful, quiet moment, knew they would wish they had remained ignorant.

Elmendorf Approach

The silence outside the plane was a living thing. Not the peaceful quiet of wilderness, but a thick, suffocating absence. Broken only by the metallic ping of the Cessna's engine cooling and the crunch of their boots on grit-strewn tarmac. The air was bitterly cold. But it carried a new, faint odor underneath the scent of jet fuel and frozen earth. A sweet, cloying tang that curled in the back of the throat.

Reeves moved first. Descending from the plane with his rifle at low ready. The others fanned out behind him. Forming a loose perimeter without a word being spoken. Their breathing, too loud in the stillness, fogged the air in rapid bursts. They moved toward the nearest structure. A long, low building marked 'Base Operations.'

The main door was unlocked. Slightly ajar. A wedge of darkness beckoned. Reeves paused. Listening. No hum of generators. No buzz of fluorescent lights. No murmur of voices. Just the whine of wind across the flight line.

He pushed the door open slowly. The hinge let out a low, drawn-out moan. Dim daylight spilled into a wide reception area. Chairs were neatly arranged. A coffee maker sat on a counter. A half-full pot fossilized within. Bulletin boards were covered in fading flyers for safety briefings and charity runs.

Then they saw the first one.

A woman in an air force utility uniform was slumped over the reception desk. Her head resting on a logbook as if she had simply fallen asleep. Her skin was waxy, greyish purple. Mottled with dark, sprawling stains that had seeped through the fabric of her blouse. Her eyes were open. Clouded. Fixed on nothing.

Bianchi made a small, choked sound in the back of his throat.

"Move." Reeves ordered. Voice a hoarse whisper. They cleared the room. Weapons sweeping corners that held only more shadows. A hallway led deeper into the building. Here, the smell intensified. A putrid, meaty sweetness mixed with the coppery hint of blood. It was the smell of death on a scale they had never encountered.

They found more bodies in offices. At computers. Collapsed in corridors. Some lay alone. Others in small groups where they had apparently gathered, perhaps for news, for orders, for comfort. All showed the same horrific signs: the dark hemorrhagic staining, the swollen features, the mouths agape in final, silent screams. Weeks of death had done its work. The scene was one of grotesque, frozen tableaus.

Bianchi stumbled back into the reception area. His hand clapped over his mouth. He made it three steps outside before doubling over. Vomiting onto the pristine asphalt. The sound of his retches was violently alive in the dead silence.

Okoye did not react to the sickness. His medical training snapped into place. A cold, analytical override. He moved to the body at the desk. Kneeling a careful distance away. He didn't touch her. His eyes tracked the petechial rash covering her neck. The dried black fluid crusting her nostrils and lips. The unnatural swell of her joints.

"Hemorrhagic presentation." His voice was clinically detached. "Extensive capillary rupture. See the edema in the face and hands?" He pointed with a gloved finger. "Probable high fever preceding collapse. Rapid progression. This wasn't flu. This was a furnace."

Chen stood rigid by the door. Knuckles white on his rifle. His eyes were fixed on a computer monitor on a nearby desk. The screen was black. But a small, green power light glowed steadily. "Power's still on in some sectors." He murmured. As if that technical fact was the only anchor he had left.

Reeves watched Okoye. Watched Bianchi heaving outside. Watched the horror solidify on Kozlow's face. On McClain's stony mask. The last fragile hope that this was some local outage, some bizarre comms failure, evaporated. This was the answer. This silent, stinking building was the first page of the report.

"Okoye, Chen, with me." Reeves said. Forcing steel into his voice. "We check the medical wing. Look for records. For anything that tells us what this was. Kozlow, get Bianchi squared away. McClain, secure this entrance. No one comes in or out unless it's us."

He stepped over the threshold into the darker hallway. Following the terrible scent toward the heart of the catastrophe. The mission had irrevocably changed. They were no longer seeking communication. They were now forensic investigators at the scene of a global crime. Their own families likely among the victims. Every step forward was a step deeper into a world that had ended while they trained in the silent mountains.

First Bodies

The hallway beyond reception was a tunnel into gloom. Lit only by emergency exit signs and grey daylight filtering through door windows. The sweet, foul odor was a tide here. Thickening with every step. It coated the tongue. Filled the sinuses. A smell that felt less like scent and more like physical violation.

Reeves led with his weapon light on. The bright beam cutting through dust motes and slicing across horrors. A man in fatigues lay half in, half out of an office doorway. One hand stretched into the corridor as if reaching for help that never came. A dark, dried river flowed from his mouth across linoleum tile. Further down, two airmen sat slumped against the wall together. Their heads tilted toward each other in a ghastly parody of conversation.

Chen's breathing was audible behind Reeves. Quick and shallow. Okoye moved with a surgeon's cautious precision. His own light examining the pathological details. His face a mask of grim diagnosis.

They reached a set of double doors marked 'CLINIC'. Reeves pushed one open.

The scene inside was orderly chaos. Treatment bays were occupied. Gurneys held shapes under stained sheets. Medical supplies were scattered on counters. Drawers hung open. Here, the medical response had been overwhelmed, and then extinguished.

Okoye moved to the nearest gurney and gently pulled back the sheet. The body beneath was a staff sergeant. Uniform shirt cut open. His chest and abdomen were a map of violent, purple bruising. The skin seeming to weep dark fluid even in death. Okoye studied the body. Then covered it again. Movements slow. Respectful.

"This isn't random." His voice hushed in the death-filled room. "The uniform presentation. The hemorrhaging is systemic. Catastrophic. It attacks the vascular system. This is a weaponized pathogen. Or something that jumped species with apocalyptic efficiency."

He moved to a computer station. Tapping the keyboard. The screen remained dark. "Power's out in this section." He began opening cabinets. Pulling out thick, paper logbooks. He flipped through pages filled with hurried entries. The handwriting growing progressively more panicked. Then sloppy. Then stopping altogether.

"Look at this." He held a book open for Reeves. The entries were clinical at first: March 29: Patient zero presented with high fever (104.2°F), headache, myalgia. Tested negative for influenza A/B. Isolated. Then the pace quickened. March 30: Twelve new cases. Same presentation. Hemorrhagic signs developing in Patient zero. April 1: Over sixty cases. ICU overwhelmed. Staff falling ill. Mortality rate estimated at 60%.

Okoye's finger traced down the page. April 3: Mortality rate climbing. 85%. No effective treatment. Supportive care only. God help us. The last entry, scrawled in a shaky, barely legible hand, was dated April 5. It read: They're all gone. The lights are going out. I hear the generators failing. It's in me too. A burning in my chest. Tell my— The sentence ended in a smear of something dark and brown.

Okoye closed the book gently. "It burned through here in less than a week. From first case to this."

Chen had moved to a communications rack on the far wall. He'd found a battery-powered emergency unit. He powered it on. The green glow illuminating his face. He plugged in a headset. Listened. Then began typing rapidly. Accessing local servers. "Network is dead, but there are cached files. Last internal bulletins." He read silently for a moment. Lips moving. Then he stopped. "Base-wide quarantine order. April 2nd. Then a contingency order to evacuate non-essential personnel. Dated April 4th." He looked up. Eyes hollow. "That's the last timestamp on any file. After that, the digital record stops."

Reeves stood in the center of the clinic. Surrounded by the evidence of a futile fight. The pieces assembled themselves into a monstrous picture. A fast, vicious virus. Overwhelmed infrastructure. A staggering mortality rate. A collapse so total it silenced a major military installation within days.

This wasn't just Anchorage. This logbook. These dates. They were the template. This had happened everywhere. The silent radios. The dark satellites. The empty highways they'd flown over. It was all the same. A global clinic, overrun.

"We need protective gear." Reeves said. His own voice sounding distant to his ears. "Full MOPP gear if we can find it. We don't know if it's still airborne, or just contact. We take no risks."

Okoye nodded. Already moving toward a supply closet. "The fact that we're not sick already suggests our isolation protected us. We might be clean. But we assume nothing."

As Okoye began pulling out sealed bundles of hazardous material suits, Reeves looked back down the dark hallway toward the reception area. Where Bianchi had broken. He thought of the man's fiancée in Seattle. Of Kozlow's son. Of his own daughters. The virus had a timeline now. It had dates. He could count backward. Could imagine the wave of death rolling across the continent. Hitting cities. Hitting military bases. Hitting homes.

The mission was no longer about finding answers. They had them. The mission was now about survival in the world those answers had created. And the first rule of survival was to not join the bodies on the floor.

Evidence Collection

The protective gear made them anonymous. Sealed in yellow suits with clear faceplates that fogged with each exhale. The world outside the plastic was muted. Their own breathing loud and damp in their ears. It was a barrier not just against potential pathogens, but against the overwhelming reality of the place. Inside the suit, you could almost pretend you were somewhere else. Until you looked through the faceplate.

Okoye led them deeper into the medical facility. Movements deliberate despite the cumbersome suit. He was in his element now. A forensic pathologist in a city-sized tomb. Reeves followed. Weapon light sweeping corners more from habit than expectation of threat. The threat here was invisible. Already victorious. Chen moved between computer terminals and paper files. A digital archaeologist excavating a dead civilization.

They entered a laboratory. Centrifuges stood silent. Microscopes sat dormant. Charts and whiteboards covered the walls. Here the story was told in frantic dry-erase markers. A timeline, much like the one in the logbook, but with more technical detail. Okoye stopped before it. Gloved finger hovering near the scrawl.

"Look here." His voice was tinny through the suit's comm. "They identified it. Or tried to." He read the cramped notations. "Viral structure consistent with filovirus family. Transmission: aerosol, fluid, possibly fomite. Incubation: 24-72 hrs. Symptom onset: fever, myalgia. Progression to hemorrhagic phase: 12-24 hrs after fever. Mortality in studied cases: 90-95%."

The percentage hung in the thick air. Ninety to ninety-five. Not the 90% they'd heard in the automated message. Higher. The difference between nine dead in a room and ten.

"They worked fast." Okoye murmured. A note of professional admiration in his horror. "They mapped its progression. Knew what it was doing. Couldn't stop it." He pointed to another section of the board. Filled with chemical formulas and crossed-out drug names. "No known antivirals effective. Supportive care: fluids, pressure management, blood factors. All just delaying the inevitable."

Chen had moved to a secure terminal. Its black screen promising nothing. He used tools from his pack to bypass the physical lock. Then worked on the software encryption. "This is a Level-4 diagnostic server. If they were sequencing this thing, or communicating with CDC, USAMRIID, it would be through here."

The screen flickered to life. A prompt blinking. Chen typed. Movements quick. He gained access to a fragmented local database. File directories appeared. Many corrupted. He opened one labeled 'OUTBREAK_ASSESSMENT'.

"It's a compiled sitrep." He said. Scrolling. "Dated April 10th. Summarizing data from multiple points." He fell silent. Reading.

"Read it." Reeves ordered. Voice tight.

Chen took a breath. The sound a rasp in the suit. "Containment failed. Simultaneous outbreaks confirmed in forty-seven major population centers globally. Pattern suggests deliberate, coordinated release. Virus designated 'Thanatos Vector'. Mortality models confirm earlier estimates. Infrastructure collapse imminent as critical personnel losses exceed 80%. National command authority presumed compromised. Continuity of government protocols activated. All remaining units ordered to shelter-in-place, preserve assets, await further instructions."

The words were like physical blows. Deliberate release. Forty-seven cities. Shelter-in-place. Each phrase narrowed the world. Tightened the noose around any lingering hope.

"April 10th." Okoye said quietly. "Over two months ago." He didn't need to say the rest. No further instructions ever came.

Chen opened another file. This one a map of the United States with color-coded overlays. Vast swathes were solid red. Marked 'BLACK - NO COMMUNICATION'. A few amber zones. Labeled 'CONTINGENCY - MILITARY CONTROL'. One of the amber zones was a small blob in Colorado. Centered on Colorado Springs. Fort Carson.

Reeves stared at the blob. It meant nothing. It could mean a functioning base. It could mean a last stand. It could mean a graveyard with the lights still on. But it was a coordinate. The only one on the map that wasn't black.

"Download everything." Reeves said to Chen. "Every file. Every fragment. Then wipe the terminal. We leave nothing for anyone else." The order felt pointless. But procedure was a lifeline.

Okoye was methodically gathering physical samples. Not of the virus, but of the medical records. The handwritten notes. The drug vials with their labels. Evidence of the fight. Evidence of the loss.

Reeves watched them work. The yellow suits moving through the silent lab like astronauts on a dead planet. The evidence was collected. The picture was complete. A weapon had been fired at the human race. It had found its mark with terrifying efficiency. They had the data. The timelines. The maps.

All they lacked was a reason to keep moving. But as his eyes returned to the small amber blob on the shattered map, he knew one still remained. It was a whisper in a silent world. A maybe. And in the face of universal 'no', a 'maybe' was all a soldier needed to press forward. The mission had just become infinitely more simple and infinitely more hopeless: go to the last light on the map and see if anyone was still alive to turn it off.

Protective Measures

The supply depot was a cavernous space of metal shelves reaching into shadows. Stocked with the mundane inventory of a functioning world: uniforms, boots, batteries, rations. Reeves led them to an isolated section sealed with a biohazard symbol. Inside, racks of MOPP gear stood like headless, yellow sentinels.

There was no discussion. They began the practiced, awkward dance of donning the Mission Oriented Protective Posture suits. The rustle of heavy chemical-resistant fabric was the only sound. Each man sealed himself into the ensemble with methodical care: hood, suit, gloves, boots, all taped securely at the joints. Finally, the masks. With their clear, wide faceplates and charcoal-filter respirators.

When Reeves fastened his last glove and looked up, his team had been transformed. They were anonymous, identical figures in yellow. Their features blurred behind plastic. They were no longer soldiers. They were technicians in a dead zone. Contaminants in a sterile field. The gear was designed for chemical attacks. For battlefield toxins. It felt absurd against an enemy that had already swept through and moved on.

Okoye checked each man's seals with a medic's detachment. Gloved hands tugging at tape. Adjusting straps. "Remember, the suit is a psychological barrier as much as a physical one. It says we are separate from this. We are clean. That matters."

Bianchi stood utterly still. Letting Okoye work on him. His eyes, visible through his faceplate, were wide and fixed on the middle distance. Seeing not the depot but the ash of a Seattle apartment building. The mask covered his mouth. But Reeves could see the rapid flutter of his breathing fogging the plastic.

Chen tested his comms. Voice emerging thin and metallic in their earpieces. "Radio check. You hear me in these cans?"

A chorus of distorted affirmatives came back.

McClain moved his arms. Testing range of motion. "Clumsy. If we need to move fast, or fight..."

"We won't be fighting the dead." Kozlow said. Voice hollow through the filter. "And if we meet the living, they'll be more scared of these suits than our rifles."

Reeves approached the large, hanging plastic sheet that served as the depot's entrance. He paused. Looking back at his team. They were a spectral squad. A vision from a nightmare about the future. He knew Okoye was right. The suits were a declaration. They were saying they did not belong to this new, dead world. They were visitors. Investigating a crime scene that encompassed the globe.

But as he pushed through the plastic sheet back into the stinking hallway, he knew the declaration was a lie. The barrier was fragile. The truth was in the air they filtered. In the sights they could not unsee. The suits would protect their lungs. Their skin. They would do nothing for their minds. For the memories of warmth and laughter that now felt like artifacts from a lost civilization.

They moved out. A slow, yellow procession through the necropolis of the base. Their world was reduced to the sound of their own breathing. The rustle of their suits. The silent, staring faces of the fallen. The protective measures were in place. They were sealed against the past. Now they had to figure out how to survive the future.

Flashback - Hospital Call

The memory was a split screen. Etched in the cold light of two different kinds of isolation.

On one side, James Okoye sat on the edge of his bunk in the Brooks Range barracks. Weeks before the silence. The room was a Spartan cube of grey metal. Air stale with the smell of issued wool and dried sweat. He held a satellite phone tightly to his ear. Body curved around it as if to absorb every decibel.

On the other side, his wife, Camille, paced the narrow, cheerful chaos of their home bathroom in Virginia. The baby monitor on the sink crackled with the static of her infant son's restless, hiccupping cries. She had the cordless phone wedged between shoulder and ear. Hands busy trying to measure liquid infant Tylenol into a dropper with trembling fingers.

"He won't settle, James." She said. Voice thick with a fatigue that was more than physical. The weariness of a solo watch with no relief in sight. "It's been like this for three nights. I'm so tired I'm seeing double."

Okoye closed his eyes. Trying to project calm across thousands of miles. "Is it the tooth? You said the gum was swollen."

"Maybe. I don't know. It's everything. He's fussy. I'm going back to work in two weeks. And the daycare just called to say their 'under-twos' room has a waitlist until next year." A note of panic tightened her words. "What do we do?"

"The deployment bonus." The solution was clear and logistical in his mind. "It's substantial. We use it for a private nanny. Just for a few months. It will cover it, Camille. It takes the pressure off."

He heard her take a shaky breath. The baby's cries escalated in the background. A sharp, demanding wail. "I hate that it has to be like this. That the solution is always you going away."

"It's not forever. This is a good deployment. Cold weather training. It's safe. It's career-making. Stability, remember? That's what this provides." He was building the case. As much for himself as for her.

"When?" She asked. The word simple and heavy. "When will you be home?"

He gave her the date. A series of numbers on a calendar that felt both concrete and infinitely distant. "I'll be back before you know it. He'll be different. I'll have missed things."

"He'll have changed." She corrected softly. The correction was a small, painful incision. "He's changing every day. And you're not here to see it."

Okoye had no answer for that truth. He deflected. "I'll make it up. I'll read him a thousand stories. I'll be the one getting up at night."

She didn't call out the empty promise. Instead, her voice softened. "I know you will. I know." She paused as the baby's crying reached a new, piercing peak. "James, I have to go. He's really upset."

"Okay. Go. Take care of our boy." He clung to the connection. "I love you."

"I love you too. Be safe. Please, just be safe and come back to us."

The line went dead.

Okoye sat in the silent barracks. The ghost of his son's cries still ringing in his ear. The phantom weight of his wife's exhaustion settling on his own shoulders. He had offered solutions. Dates. Financial calculations. He had treated the symptoms of her distress. But as he placed the satellite phone back in its cradle, the sterile quiet of the room pressed in on him. He had just spoken to his family. Yet he had never felt farther away. The distance wasn't measured in miles, but in missed tears. In unfed pre-dawn hours. In the daily, relentless alchemy of growth he would only witness in photographs.

He told himself it was sacrifice. For them. For their future.

Now, sealed in a yellow biohazard suit in the tomb of Elmendorf, the memory was poison. He had diagnosed a teething pain from three thousand miles away while a real plague was already moving through the world. Its fever burning in cities. In neighborhoods. In homes just like his. He had promised to come back to them.

The suit's respirator hissed with his next, shuddering breath. He had been so focused on building a safe future. He hadn't been present to protect their present. The doctor had failed to see the pandemic. The father had been absent at the end. He stood amidst the final, grotesque results of hemorrhagic fever. All he could hear was the sound of his own healthy baby crying. A sound that no longer existed anywhere in the world.
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CHAPTER 4 - THE MESSAGE
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Base Search

They moved through Elmendorf in pairs. Yellow suits glowing like sickly beacons in the permanent twilight of windowless corridors. The search was systematic. Thorough. A grim inversion of their training. They were no longer clearing buildings of hostiles, but of answers.

Reeves and McClain took the barracks. Long, open bays were frozen tableaus of interrupted life. Bunks neatly made. Personal photos taped to locker doors. Novels open on pillows. Bodies were here too. In beds. Collapsed on linoleum floor between rows of footlockers. Some alone. Others lay in small, final gatherings where they had tried to comfort one another. Reeves noted the absence of weapons. These soldiers had died as patients, not combatants. McClain, ever practical, checked lockers for ammunition. For maps. But his movements were slow. His usual efficiency dulled by the sheer volume of death.

In the vehicle depot, Kozlow and Bianchi found a different kind of silence. The massive hangar held rows of Humvees. Fuel tankers. A few light armored vehicles. Everything was neatly parked. Fueled. Ready. Ready for an order that never came. Bianchi's attention caught on a lone pickup truck. Doors hanging open. A duffel bag spilled on the seat as if someone had tried to load it in frantic hurry. A child's small sneaker lay on concrete nearby. He stared at it. Then turned away. Breath fogging his mask in quick, short bursts. Kozlow moved to him. Placed a gloved hand on his shoulder for a moment before turning back to the task. They found supplies: boxed MREs, jerry cans of fuel, maintenance tools. The means of escape. Useless without a destination.

Chen and Okoye entered the hardened communications facility. A bunker-like structure with reinforced doors that had been left ajar. Inside, air was cooler. Filtered. Banks of servers hummed. Their indicator lights a silent chorus of green and amber. This was the brain of the base. Still functioning on backup power. Waiting for inputs that would never arrive.

Okoye went straight for a secondary medical station. A smaller clinic meant for facility staff. He found more logs. More frantic notes that trailed off into incoherence. He also found sealed vials of experimental antivirals. All labeled with trial codes and expiration dates still in the future. They represented the cutting edge of a war already lost. He packed them carefully. Not out of hope. Out of habit.

Chen approached the main communications console. A complex waterfall of screens and switches. Now dark. He traced power lines. Found a separate, isolated rack in a corner shielded by a Faraday cage. A military-grade satellite phone sat in its charging cradle. A single, steady green light on its base pulsing softly. Like a heartbeat.

He carefully disconnected it. Fingers sure despite the bulky gloves. He powered it on. The device booted up. Screen bright in the dim room. It searched. Connected to a network with painful slowness. And then, it found a signal.

"Reeves." Chen's voice crackled over the team radio. Strained with terrible anticipation. "We found something. A live satellite link. At the comms bunker."

The message went out to all pairs. The search for random clues was over. They had found a vein, however thin, leading back to the world that was. They converged on the bunker. Yellow forms emerging from various doorways like ghosts summoned to a seance. They gathered around the small, glowing device in Chen's hands. A tiny pool of light in a sea of darkness. Waiting to hear what the dead world had to say.

The Facility

The hardened communications facility was a vault within a tomb. It lay at the end of a nondescript corridor. Behind a heavy door labeled with warnings about electromagnetic pulses and authorized access only. The door was sealed. A keycard scanner dark and dead beside the handle.

Chen ran gloved fingers along the door's frame. Searching for seams. For secondary access panels. "Hardened against blast and EMP. Probably has a mechanical deadbolt on the inside as part of the shelter protocol. Keycard is just the first layer."

Okoye studied the scanner. Then the surrounding wall. "No visible alarm conduits. The system is probably dead anyway. Like everything else. It's just a locked door now."

"Stand back." Reeves raised his rifle. Aiming at the area around the handle.

"Won't work." Chen shook his head quickly. "That door is solid steel with a composite core. You'd need explosives. We'd risk collapsing the corridor or damaging whatever's inside."

Reeves lowered his weapon. Frustration a hot coil in his gut. They were so close. The faint hum of active electronics whispered from behind the barrier. A siren song in the silence.

Okoye stepped closer. His medic's eyes assessing. "The seal is environmental as well as security. Look at the gasket." He pointed to the thick, rubberized lining around the door. "It's meant to be airtight. Which means there will be an emergency release. A manual override in case of power failure or contamination. Probably in the nearest secure area with tool access."

He returned a minute later with a heavy red case marked 'CRASH CART'. He opened it on the floor. Bypassing defibrillator pads and drug vials. Pulling out a set of long, sturdy metal tools: a pry bar, a large-bore needle driver, and a curved clamp meant for difficult surgical extractions.

"Improvisation." Okoye said. Handing the pry bar to Reeves. He took the needle driver himself. Inserting its sharp, blunt tips into the narrow gap between door and frame near the latch mechanism. "Chen, guide me. Tell me where the bolt is likely seated."

Chen knelt. Directing Okoye's hands. "About six inches down from the handle. The bolt will be thick. Maybe two inches of steel."

Okoye worked the driver in. Movements precise. He levered it. Creating a millimeter of space. Reeves inserted the pry bar into the gap. Adding steady, immense pressure. Metal groaned in protest. A shocking sound in the quiet hall. For a moment, nothing gave. Then, with a sharp, metallic crack, something sheared inside the door.

The seal broke with a hiss of equalizing pressure. The door shifted inward a half-inch.

Reeves holstered the pry bar and grabbed the edge of the door with both hands. He pulled. Boots sliding on linoleum until he found purchase. The heavy door swung open slowly. Revealing darkness beyond.

Chen aimed his weapon light inside. The beam illuminated a small, pristine room. Racks of electronics blinked with orderly green and amber lights. Air was cool. Dry. Carried the sterile scent of ozone and filtered circulation. In the center of the room, on a dedicated console, sat four ruggedized satellite phones. Each in a charging dock. One of them had a small, green LED glowing steadily on its side.

Power. Connection. A thread to the world before.

They stood on the threshold. Yellow suits suddenly feeling garish and alien in the clean, technical space. The hum of backup batteries was the loudest sound they'd heard in days that wasn't their own. This room had been designed to outlast catastrophe. It had succeeded. It had waited here. Intact and functional. While the world it was meant to connect to had died just outside its reinforced walls.

Chen stepped in first. Drawn to the consoles like a moth to a flame. Okoye followed. Eyes scanning for any medical or biohazard monitors. Reeves entered last. Pulling the damaged door closed as much as it would go.

They had broken into the heart of the silence. Now they would have to listen to what it had to say.

The Automated Message

Chen lifted the satellite phone from its cradle. It was heavy. Solid. A brick of black plastic and metal. He powered it on. The screen illuminated. Displaying a series of menus before locking onto a signal strength indicator that flickered, then held steady. A single word appeared at the top of the display: SECURE.

He set the device on the console and activated its speaker function. Fingers clumsy in the thick gloves. He dialed a long, memorized sequence. The direct line to the military's global emergency network. A number designed to always be answered.

The line connected with a soft click. There was a brief burst of encryption noise. A digital garble that resolved into a crystal-clear, synthesized female voice. Calm. Professional. Utterly devoid of life.

"You have reached the United States Strategic Command Emergency Network. This is an automated recording. Date of recording: April fifteen, two thousand twenty-five."

The date landed in the room like a physical object. Over two months old.

The voice continued. Cadence measured and unnervingly placid. "A global biological incident is in effect. A novel hemorrhagic fever, designated Thanatos Vector, was identified March twenty-eight. Simultaneous release detected in forty-seven major population centers worldwide. The pathogen exhibits extreme virulence and aerosol transmission."

Okoye stood rigid. Head tilted as if diagnosing the voice itself. Kozlow had closed his eyes. Bianchi stared at the phone as if it were a venomous snake.

"Mortality rate among the infected is estimated at ninety percent. Civilian infrastructure, including power distribution, communications, and logistics networks, has suffered catastrophic failure due to personnel loss. National command authority has been disrupted. Continuity of government protocols are activated."

The words painted a picture with brutal, efficient strokes. Not an accident. A release. Not a crisis, but a collapse.

"All military personnel are ordered to shelter in place at their current location. Maintain security of assets. Avoid contact with potential carriers. Await further instructions from surviving chain of command. This message will repeat."

There was a soft beep. Then silence. The connection remained open. Signal strong. But no other sound came through. No updated orders. No frantic live traffic. Just the dead air following the recorded obituary of the human race.

Chen looked at the phone's display. "The message is on a loop. It's the only thing on this frequency. It's been broadcasting this, and only this, since April fifteenth." He looked up at Reeves. Eyes wide behind his faceplate. "No one ever came back on to give those 'further instructions'."

The hum of the backup generators seemed to grow louder. Filling the void left by the voice. The room, designed for continuity, felt like a meticulously preserved sarcophagus. The message hadn't given them new information. Not really. It had simply confirmed their worst fears with official, sterile certainty. It had stamped a date on the end of the world and informed them they had missed it by three months.

Reeves found his own hand was resting on the console. Fingers spread as if to steady himself. Ninety percent. Ordered to shelter in place. He calculated the timeline backward from April 15th. The virus would have reached Colorado Springs by late March. Early April at the latest. His family. Kozlow's family. Bianchi's fiancée. They would have been in the path of the firestorm while he was navigating snowfields. They had been ordered to shelter. In their home. On base. Where the mortality rate was ninety percent.

The automated voice had been speaking to a ghost army. It was now speaking only to them. They weren't sheltering in place. They were the last, belated response to a crisis that had already consumed everyone it was meant to save. The mission was now a postscript.

Breakdown and Control

For a full minute after the automated voice fell silent, no one moved. The hum of electronics was the only sound. A meaningless drone against the void in their heads. The message had made the nightmare official. Had given it dates and percentages. Transforming horrific suspicion into confirmed, strategic fact.

Then, movement. A jerky, desperate scramble.

Bianchi was first to break. He ripped his own personal phone from a sealed pouch inside his suit. Fingers fumbling with the touchscreen through thick gloves. He tapped Elena's contact. Pressed the phone to the outside of his faceplate. They all heard the tinny, rapid beeping of a failed call. The robotic voice announcing, All circuits are busy. Please try your call again later. He tried again. Same result. He tried her parents' house. Her work. Each attempt met the same empty, digital rejection.

Kozlow followed. Movements sharper. More angry. He called his home number. Listened to the endless ringing that no one would ever answer. He called his wife's cell. It went straight to a voicemail box that was undoubtedly full. He called his son's phone. The shrill, cheerful ringtone he heard through the speaker was a personal, intimate torture. It rang and rang and rang into the void.

Reeves saw it spreading. The panic. The useless, compulsive need for proof. He pulled out his own phone. Heart a hammer against his ribs. He tapped Jennifer's face on the screen. Thumb hovering over the call button. He saw the dates in his mind. April. The virus would have been tearing through Fort Carson in April. He saw the last image he had of his daughters. Waving from the doorway. He saw the birthday cake he missed. His finger trembled.

Then he saw McClain.

The Chief Warrant Officer hadn't moved for his phone. He had simply sunk down onto a metal stool by the console. Shoulders slumping under the yellow suit. He looked at the floor. Then up at the others as they performed their frantic, digital seances. His voice, when it came, was flat and hollow. Stripped of all its usual gravelly resolve.

"They're dead." McClain said. The words weren't loud. But they cut through the desperate tapping and beeping like a blade. "Ninety percent mortality. That's not a statistic. That's everyone. Your wife. Your kids. Your fiancée. My... everyone. They're all dead. We're calling ghosts."

The truth, spoken aloud with such blunt finality, had the effect of a hard freeze. Bianchi's hand, holding his silent phone, slowly lowered to his side. Kozlow stood rigid. The endless ringing from his phone the only sound until he thumbed it silent with a sharp, decisive stab.

The grief in the room was suddenly tangible. Suffocating. Thick as the chemical smell of their suits. It was in Bianchi's shuddering breath fogging his mask. In the way Kozlow's head bowed. In the absolute stillness of Chen and Okoye.

Reeves looked at his phone. At Jennifer's smiling photo. He saw the promise of the ski trip. He saw the unmade birthday cake. He pressed the power button and watched the screen go black. He slipped it back into its pouch.

He had to lock it down. Now. If he let it in, if he truly let himself feel what McClain had just declared, he would shatter. And if he shattered, the team shattered. They would sit in this bunker and wait to join the world outside.

"Enough." Reeves said. His voice was not a shout. It was low. Strained. But it carried the full weight of his rank. It was the sound of a man clamping steel beams around his own breaking heart. "Put the phones away."

Bianchi looked at him. Eyes pleading. Lost. "But..."

"Now, Sergeant." The order brooked no argument. It was the voice that had led them through firefights. That had pulled them through whiteouts. It was the only anchor left.

Slowly. Mechanically. They all complied. Personal devices were stowed. The private conduits to their lost lives were sealed away.

Reeves stepped into the center of their small circle. He looked at each of them. Seeing the devastation. The emptiness. "McClain's right." He forced the words out. "The probability is they did not survive. We have to accept that operational reality."

He saw Okoye flinch at the clinical term. Operational reality.

"But probability is not certainty." Reeves continued. His mind clinging to the only logic that could keep them moving. "We have a datum. One datum on that map Chen found. An amber zone at Fort Carson. We have a mission that is still valid: proceed to last known location of family members and ascertain status. That mission does not change. Our execution parameters have changed. The environment has changed. We have not."

He was giving them a framework. A box to put the bottomless grief in. Labeled Mission Parameter. It was a soldier's trick. It was the only trick he had.

"We need more information than this recording." He turned to Chen. Tone all business. A lifeline thrown to the technician. "Search every system in this room. Every server. Every cached file. I want to know everything this base knew before it went silent. Find me that map. Find me any fragment of communication after April fifteenth. Find me anything that tells us what happened after the shelter-in-place order."

Chen blinked. The order pulling him back from a personal abyss to a technical one. He nodded. Quick, jerky motion. Turned to the consoles. Hands already moving to a keyboard.

The spell was broken. The raw, paralyzing grief was pushed down. Compartmentalized beneath layers of duty and immediate tasks. They were soldiers again. Because being anything else was untenable. They were operational. But they were dead inside. And they would have to learn to live that way.

Chen's Search

Chen's world shrank to the glow of the monitors. The overwhelming grief. The paralyzing shock. These were luxuries he could not afford. Reeves had given him a task. In that task was a kind of salvation. A problem he could solve. Data he could parse. His fingers flew across the keyboard. Accessing subsystems. Brute-forcing administrative passwords with algorithms he'd written years ago. He became a digital grave robber. Sifting through the last electronic whispers of a dead command.

The systems were fragmented. Corrupted by neglect and sudden power transfers. But they were not empty. He pulled files. Each one a piece of the mosaic.

He opened a logistics server. Inventory reports showed massive, frantic shipments in late March: medical supplies from warehouses in Washington and California destined for major cities. The last shipment was logged March 30th. After that, only receiving errors. The supply lines had snapped.

He accessed personnel tracking. The data was heartbreakingly normal until April 1st. Then, a cascade of status changes: DUTY STATUS → MEDICAL QUARANTINE. Then, in bulk, MEDICAL QUARANTINE → DECEASED. The entries stopped being updated by April 10. The system had simply stopped tracking the losses because there was no one left to input them.

"I've got fragmented situation reports." Chen said. Voice a monotone recitation over the comms. He read aloud as he scrolled. Forcing the information into the room. "March 31st: Federal quarantine of interstate travel ordered. April 2nd: States report National Guard units unable to maintain cordons. Too many sick. April 5th: Reports of localized warlordism in urban areas where services collapsed. Police and military forces deserting to protect families."

He opened another file. A map overlay similar to the one in the medical lab but with more detail. Vast regions of the United States were solid red. Marked 'BLACK – NO CONTACT'. The amber zones were fewer than he remembered. Small islands in a crimson sea. One in the Northeast around a surviving power grid. One in the upper Midwest around a food distribution hub. And one in Colorado. Centered squarely on Colorado Springs and Fort Carson. Labeled 'CONTINGENCY ALPHA – STATUS UNCONFIRMED'.

"Fort Carson." Kozlow breathed. Stepping closer to look over Chen's shoulder. "It's still listed."

"Status Unconfirmed." Reeves said. Eyes locked on the amber blob. "What does that mean?"

"It means after a certain date, no one was sure." Chen said. He traced back through the communications logs. "The last confirmed, verifiable communication from Fort Carson is dated April 20th." He opened the file. It was a brief, encrypted text burst. He decoded it. The text appearing on screen.

TO: USSTRATCOM FROM: FORT CARSON COC DATE: 20 APR 2025 SITREP: QUARANTINE PROCEDURES IN EFFECT. CIVILIAN POPULATION WITHIN PERIMETER. MILITARY EFFECTIVES AT 60% STRENGTH, DIMINISHING DUE TO ILLNESS. MAINTAINING SECURITY. RESOURCES ADEQUATE FOR 90 DAYS. REQUEST GUIDANCE. NO RESPONSE TO PRIOR TRANSMISSIONS. AWAITING ORDERS.

Chen looked at the date. April 20th. Five days after the last automated message from Strategic Command. Fort Carson was still holding on. Still asking for orders that would never come. The "60% strength, diminishing" line was a grim forecast. But it was life. It was a thread.

"After that, nothing direct. But there are echoes." He pulled up a log of signal intelligence. Automated sweeps of radio frequencies. "For weeks after April 20th, the SIGINT gear here was picking up sporadic, low-power radio traffic originating from the Colorado Springs area. Encrypted military-grade signals. Then, by mid-May, the traffic pattern changes. Less encryption. More open-channel, short-range communication. Organized. Then, by early June..." He switched to a different log. "The signals are consistent. Powerful. Someone established a strong, organized comms network in the region. Controlled it."

He turned to face the team. "The evidence suggests Fort Carson was overrun by the virus. Just like everywhere else. Their strength would have dwindled to nothing. But then, sometime later, someone else moved in. Someone organized. Someone with military comms gear and the knowledge to use it. They control that amber zone now. It's not necessarily the Army. But it's someone."

He had given them everything the dead base had to offer. A timeline of collapse. A last gasp from home. And the unsettling news that home was now occupied by an unknown force. The information was no longer about what had happened to the world. It was a tactical briefing for what they would face if they continued their mission.

Chen leaned back. The adrenaline of the search draining away. Leaving him empty. He had found answers. But they were cold, metallic things. They didn't fill the void left by the static on his own phone. They just gave the void a shape. And a direction: south.

Decision

The map on the screen was the only light in the comms bunker now. Casting a pale, sickly glow on the yellow suits of the six men gathered around it. The amber blob over Colorado seemed to pulse. A faint, digital ember in the overwhelming red of the continent. Chen's report hung in the air. A cold analysis of the last known moments of their world and the uncertain entity that had risen in its ashes.

Reeves stood before them. The console at his back. He had stripped off his hood and mask. Air of the bunker cool on his sweat-damp face. The others followed suit. The rasp of Velcro and the sigh of released seals sounding like a group exhalation. They looked raw. Younger without the protective plastic. Their faces etched with a fatigue no sleep would cure.

"Here's what we know." Reeves began. Voice stripped of all but necessity. He pointed to the map. "The Thanatos Vector was released March 28th. It burned through the global population in a matter of weeks. By mid-April, organized government and military command had ceased to exist. Elmendorf fell. Most places fell."

His finger tapped the amber zone. "Fort Carson issued its last confirmed sitrep on April 20th. They were at sixty percent strength and falling. They were asking for orders. After that, signals suggest the base was compromised by the virus. Then, weeks later, new, organized signals appear. Someone is in control of that area now. We don't know who. We don't know their disposition."

He let that sink in. They weren't racing to a rescue. They were potentially infiltrating occupied territory.

"Our operational status is unchanged." Reeves continued. Locking eyes with each man. "We are alive. We are equipped. We have a vehicle depot full of functional transport and a base full of supplies we take. The question is objective. What is our mission now?"

McClain spoke first. He leaned against a server rack. Arms crossed. "Our last orders were to shelter in place. Those orders came from a defunct command. But they were the last ones we received. This facility is secure. It has power. Supplies. Hardened shelter. We could stay here. Wait for a rescue that might never come. But we'd be alive."

"Wait?" Kozlow's voice was sharp. Frayed. "Wait for what? Chen just said the last communication from anywhere was over two months ago. There is no rescue. There's just this." He waved a hand at the bunker. Then at the map. "And that. Fort Carson is a datum. It's a fact. My family was there. Yours was there, Reeves. We have to know."

Okoye nodded slowly. "Doing nothing will eat us from the inside. We have to move. We have to see. Even if..." He couldn't finish the sentence. Even if they're gone.

Chen looked from McClain to Kozlow. Expression neutral. "From a tactical perspective, staying put has a higher probability of medium-term survival. Moving across a collapsed continent has a high probability of death or capture. From a psychological perspective, stagnation may prove more fatal than action." He shrugged. A small, helpless gesture. "I will support the consensus."

All eyes turned to Bianchi. He had been staring at the floor. Shoulders hunched. He felt their attention and looked up. Eyes red-rimmed but dry. "Seattle is gone. Elena is gone. I know that now." He took a shaky breath. "If there's even a one percent chance that any of your families made it. That they're in that bubble. We have to go. We're all that's left. We have to try."

The vote was clear without being formal. McClain for staying. Kozlow, Okoye, and Bianchi for going. Chen abstaining. His support going to the majority.

Reeves looked at McClain. The pilot held his gaze for a long moment. Then gave a single, resigned nod. He would follow. He was outvoted. But he was still part of the team.

"Alright." Reeves said. "We go. Our mission: proceed to Fort Carson, Colorado, and ascertain the status of surviving dependents and personnel. We will gather intelligence en route on the condition of the country and the nature of the authority controlling the Colorado zone. We move fast. We avoid conflict when possible. We adapt to the environment as we find it."

He turned to Chen. "Plot us two routes. Primary: the fastest road route south. Using the Alaska Highway. Secondary: a contingency route in case the primary is impassable or too dangerous. We leave at dawn tomorrow."

He turned back to the whole team. "Get some rest. Real rest. We load the trucks at 0500. Dismissed."

They filed out of the bunker. Back into the haunted hallways of the base. Each carrying the weight of the decision. They were choosing the perilous maybe over the safe nothing. They were trading the certainty of a slow death in a tomb for the high probability of a violent one on the road. But it was motion. It was purpose. It was a direction to point their grief and their training.

As Reeves powered down the map, the amber light winked out. Leaving only the dull green glow of server LEDs. They had a path. It led into the heart of the red. They would take it. Because the only thing worse than finding the truth was being condemned to forever imagine it.

Flashback - Parents Call

The barracks room was a study in temporary occupation. Walls were bare cinderblock. Mattress thin on its metal frame. A single duffel bag lay open on the floor. Halfway packed with cold-weather gear. Marcus Chen sat on the edge of the bed. Personal tablet propped on his knees. On the screen, the video feed showed the warm, cluttered comfort of his parents' living room in San Francisco. The disconnect between the two spaces was absolute.

"Are you eating enough?" His mother's face filled the screen. Brow creased with its permanent worry line. "You look thin. Is the food bad there?"

"The food is fine, Ma. It's just MREs until we get to the training site. Then it'll be field rations. I'm fine." Chen adjusted the tablet. Attention split between her face and the mental checklist in his head. Thermal layers. Battery packs. Signal enhancers.

His father's voice came from just off-camera. A deep, resonant rumble. "He is a soldier, Lihua. He eats what he is given. Strength is not measured by home cooking." His father moved into view then. Standing behind his wife's shoulder. Posture straight with a pride he rarely voiced. "This training. It is for your specialization? For your advancement?"

"Yes, Ba. Arctic signal intelligence. It's a skillset. Looks good for promotion to Sergeant First Class." Chen said it matter-of-factly. But he knew the weight it carried for his father. Advancement was proof of concept. Proof that the sacrifice of immigration, of working double shifts in a restaurant kitchen so his son could be an American soldier, had been worth it.

"Good. Very good." His father nodded. Approval glinting in his eyes. "You serve with honor. You make the family proud."

His mother was not so easily diverted from her domestic concerns. She held up a container toward the camera. "I made you zongzi. Your favorite. With the pork belly and the salted egg yolk. I will freeze it. You have it when you visit after."

Chen felt a familiar pang of guilt. "Ma, you didn't have to do that. I'm heading straight to Alaska after this."

"So you visit after Alaska." She said. As if it were the simplest logic in the world. "Promise me. After this deployment, you come home. A real visit. Not just two days at Christmas."

"I promise." The response was automatic. The promise felt light. Insubstantial. Another item on a future to-do list that never seemed to get any shorter.

His father began to speak. Voice taking on the familiar storytelling tone. "You remember your grandfather, in the village. He knew the importance of duty. When the Japanese came..." It was a story Chen had heard a dozen times. A parable about resilience and sacrifice. His father meant it as a gift. A connecting thread between the old world and the new.

But Chen's mind was already drifting. A notification had blinked on his tablet's secondary screen. An email from the training coordinator with updated gear lists. His eyes flickered to it. Fingers itching to open it. The story became a background hum. The moral lost in the static of immediate concerns.

"Marcus." His mother chided gently. Noticing his diverted attention. "Put the screen away. Listen to your father."

"Sorry." Chen swiped the notification away. He forced his focus back to the video call. Meeting his father's eyes. He saw a flicker of something there. Not anger. But a faint disappointment. The thread had been offered. He had fumbled it.

They talked for a few more minutes. His mother gave him a virtual tour of the apartment. Showing him her new orchid. The repaired hinge on the cupboard. His father spoke of a cousin's business venture. Chen nodded. Smiled. Gave short answers. The conversation was a comfortable routine. The well-worn path of a loving family with nothing urgent to say. Because there was always tomorrow.

"We should let you pack." His mother finally said. Smile tender but sad. "Be careful, Marcus. Be safe."

"I will, Ma."

His father leaned closer to the camera. "Focus on your duty. Make good decisions. We are proud of you."

"I love you." His mother said. Hand reaching out as if to touch the screen.

"Love you too." Chen replied. "I'll call when I can."

The call ended. The screen went dark. Reflecting his own tired face in the barren room. He sat for a moment in the sudden quiet. The ghost of his parents' presence fading quickly. Then he turned back to his duffel bag. Mind already sorting socks from gloves. The conversation filed away as completed business. He had a mission to prepare for. The warmth of home. The taste of zongzi. The weight of his father's pride. These were things for the other side of the deployment. They would keep.

He closed the duffel with a decisive zip. The sound final in the empty room. He had made a promise to visit. He intended to keep it. There was always time.

He did not know that in the quiet apartment in San Francisco, his mother had cried after the call ended. She could not say why. He did not know his father had stood at the window for a long time. Staring at the city lights. A silent fear for his only son sitting heavy in his chest for the first time.

Chen powered down his tablet. The last connection was severed. He turned to his gear. To the tangible, solvable problems of the present. The future, with its kept promises and family dinners, was a fixed point on his horizon. Unwavering and sure. He had no idea he was already living in the past.
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CHAPTER 5 - EQUIPMENT AND RESOLVE
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Supply Raid

Dawn at Elmendorf was a grey smear behind perpetual overcast. Offering light but no warmth. By 0700, the team stood inside the cavernous main supply depot. The space echoing with hollow silence that made every small sound, a boot scuff, a cleared throat, seem like a transgression. Before them stretched aisles of industrial shelving piled high with the inert potential of a world that no longer existed.

They did not speak. They simply began.

Okoye moved to the medical section. Eyes scanning labels with clinical efficiency. He ignored the battlefield trauma kits, the tourniquets and chest seals, and focused on the preventative. The sustaining. He checked expiration dates on broad-spectrum antibiotics. Loading cases of amoxicillin and doxycycline into a wheeled cart. He added surgical supplies. Suture kits. Bags of saline. Liters of disinfectant. He paused before a shelf of morphine auto-injectors. Hand hovering. He took a full case. Not for wounds, he told himself. For mercy. The thought was cold and clear in his mind.

Chen beelined for the communications cage. He bypassed the standard-issue field radios and went for the hardened, long-range sets. The ones with satellite uplink capability. He gathered spare batteries. Solar chargers. Signal boosters. A crate of mil-spec tablets still in their factory-sealed anti-static bags. He found a Pelican case containing a portable satellite internet terminal. Its weight substantial. Its promise absolute. He dragged it all toward the loading bay.
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