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Insertion

Night chewed the peaks into teeth. Stars hung like pinpricks of cold judgement and the wind braided itself into everything: clothes, breath, the thin web of nerves behind the eyes. To Rook it felt like a clean thing, the kind of clarity that arrives when the world narrows to a list — step, breath, target — and nothing else is trusted to exist.

They were six shadows in an animal suit. Not a squad by nomenclature, not a platoon; a single assault element with the sort of intimacy that made jokes about birthdays and epithets about ex-wives the same currency. Rook led them: a face creased by decisions and an old jawline that never did well with surprises. Around him moved Wolf, Ghost, Doc, Sparrow, and Knives — a roster of specialties and temperaments that completed each other like lock and key.

“Voodoo-One, Oscar Mike,” Sparrow breathed into his PRC-148 the way one might say grace. The MBITR hummed against his chest, antenna tucked, headset sealed. He checked the status window on his tablet — comm channels, SINCGARS link to the bird, LZ frequency — and muttered technical prayers that were mostly habit and a sliver of superstition.

Ghost lay higher than the team, a silhouette on jagged rock with a long rifle folded to his shoulder. Through his AN/PVS-31 he saw the compound below as a slice of theater lit in sickly monochrome: floodlights, the slow rotation of a generator glow, the occasional cigarette flare inside a guard shack. His world was a reticle and breath: wind drift, thermal bloom, the muscle memory of steadying an aim for hours until a single squeeze could be the difference between murder and mercy.

Rook’s HALO rig tightened across his chest. He checked the altimeter out of routine — a small mechanical thing in a universe of digital miracles — feeling the reassurance that mechanical clicks gave. He scanned his gear like a man who had made an arithmetic of survival: HK-416 with PEQ-15 and suppressor, Glock 19 in a drop holster, combat tourniquets, a trauma kit stuffed with the things Doc insisted he carry. The MC-6 canopy waited for later; the fall would be a thin line between breath and ground.

“Two minutes to exit,” Rook said, and the team folded themselves into their last second rituals. Knives chewed gum until his jaw hurt; Wolf ran a thumb along the seams of his breaching pouch as if it were an old talisman; Doc breathed like fingers on a metronome — calm, precise.

They jumped into the sky the way you step off a curb, then remember you’re falling. The C-130 was a black tooth in the night, engines a distant hymn. The drop was clinical and beautiful in equal measure: the world hushed into wind, altitudes blurred into a single white point beneath them, and everything became the immediate arithmetic of ropes and light.

They hit the rim of the landing zone in a practiced collapse, boots and packs kissing the stone. Rook took stock with a glance and a hand-signal: one palm down, flat — stack. Ghost answered with two clicks of his laser, a mapped confirmation. Sparrow thumbed the frequency: “Voodoo-One to Vortex, LZ secure, elements moving.” The radio was short, coded, polite.

The compound sat in the valley like a dark tumor of corrugated steel and bad wiring. Floodlights carved rigid swaths. The perimeter watch was human and limited: men in rotation, tired men, men with a cigarette or a prayer and nothing more. Ghost’s eyes cataloged them — posture, equipment, shift patterns — while Wolf’s mouth curled into a grin that never reached his eyes and usually meant a muzzle or a charge would do the talking.

They moved low and silent across scree and the skeleton of scrub. The wind shaved at their faces and the NVGs turned the night into the green wash of memory. Close enough now for heat and the tiny language of movement to speak: Rook crawled for a second and mapped the gap in the fence with his gloved fingers; Knives slipped like a thought through the darker spaces; Doc watched them all with the practiced gaze of a man who had sewn bones back together and wanted, in secret, to keep doing it.

“Two at the west shack,” Ghost breathed. “Comms dark. They’re on rotation.”

“Copy,” Rook said. He laid a flat fist on his chest — ready — and the team folded like paper into their positions: Wolf to the obvious approach, Knives to the suppressed flank, Sparrow and Doc tasked for rear and casualty watch, Ghost eyes on the ridge above. Rook’s voice was useless now; it was hand-signals and small intakes of breath — the ancient language of men who have trained until words would get you killed.

The guard at the gate inhaled cigarette smoke and exhaled oblivion. Wolf put a gloved hand to the man’s shoulder and the world ended in a soft, necessary way. No shout, no stumble. The other guard stood with his back to the approach and paid the currency of a man who did not expect to be the last witness to a night’s dissolution. Knives slid into position and his blade — old, cruel, named in a dead man’s language — found the duct of a broken generator. It was quick, surgical. Rook registered the small animal noises: a dog whine in the distance, a cough, the hiss of compressed air. Nothing dramatic. Violence sometimes resembles a knife’s whisper more than a scream.

They funneled through the torn gap in the north wall like tidewater. Corridors smelled like dust and bleaching agents, the clean scent of things designed to mask what they really were. Lab lights glowed sterile through glass; racks of sample tubes sat like votive candles. Nothing in the compound matched the bland clinical thumbnails Sparrow’s tablet had promised — the place had been built to look unremarkable, to hide the things men might prefer not to have their conscience examine.

“Primary in sight,” Sparrow reported, voice low and underlined with something like awe. He had already begun ripping images, data packets stuffed into encrypted pockets in his tablet for later analysis. “Four access points, internal HVAC present. Not simple storage.”

Rook heard the word and did not like the pause that followed. He knew what “not simple” meant in a place where science and secrecy mingled: it meant someone had invented a new shape of danger. It meant the list of problems had multiplied.

They cleared rooms with motions that looked like a drill but felt like prayer. Wolf moved heavy, favors converted into leverage. Knives flowed fast and surgical, his short-barreled rifle a metronome of quiet damage. Doc kept a hand on the younger man’s shoulder for a second — an anchor that said if anything was to go wrong, he’d be there to apply the bandage — and when a lab tech stirred on a cot, Doc’s voice steadied him with a sentence about nothing and then gave him morphine the way a priest might hand over absolution.

Ghost kept the high points watched. His reticle caught a faint silhouette moving inside the main facility; the man’s breath fogged like a small, living thing. Ghost’s world had always been patient. He thought in degrees and minutes and could make the long wait feel like an act of violence in itself. He counted steps in his head to lull himself into patience and then keyed the radio.

“Voodoo-One, Ghost overwatch. Sector Charlie, three persons moving,” he said, crisp. “No IR returns from CP. Eyes on HVAC exhaust.”

Rook swallowed and considered the knowns. “Hold pattern. We maintain stealth until breach confirmation. No long-range shots unless necessary. Rook out.”

They had a plan — everyone always had a plan — but plans were the polite fiction that covered the ways chaos would arrive. Rook’s mind kept running small scenario-checks, the dull arithmetic of probable failure modes. He had been where plans ended and the ugly thing began; the memory was a scar you learned to touch and then let go of.

The entry to the main lab was a heavy door with a locking system designed to suggest competence. Wolf grinned the grin that indicated explosives were about to meet metal; he had the breaching kit and personal fondness for controlled endings. Rook did not ask where he would place charges or how long it would take — that was Wolf’s business, and within the fiction of the operation, it would be clean. He only watched the way the man worked, how his fingers were careful, how his breath slowed into ritual.

The door gave with a sound that seemed too loud for a room that had tried hard to be mute. Lab coats whirled like startled white flags and the men in them emitted the naive noises of people who believed their paperwork would save them. They would be wrong. Rook’s world had no time for paper.

An alarm did not scream at first. It ticked like a watch and then, at a frequency that made the teeth ache, began to bleed into the space. Fluorescent light stabbed cold into tile. The team reacted as one organism: Wolf moving to clamp chaos into shape, Knives clearing the nearest bench, Doc sweeping for casualties, Sparrow burrowing into comms and digital triage.

Inside the inner sanctum the cylinders stood like an altar: rows of polished steel, capped surfaces humming at a frequency that left the air with a taste like penny metal. The scientists clustered around consoles, their hands making those motions all too common to specialists who believe in the life of data. The lead scientist — older, too clean in hands, the kind of man who had learned to fear only bureaucracy — barked instructions in measured English. His voice sounded small in a room designed to accommodate large egos and monstrous experiments.

Sparrow’s tablet blinked warnings in a language meant for men who pretended machine warnings were the height of drama. He tried to prioritize packets and failed half a dozen algorithmic checks. He didn’t panic; panicking, to Sparrow, felt like wasting bandwidth. Instead he keyed the tactical chat and dropped a compressed packet. “Data pull starting. Limited scope. Explosives in position,” he said into the hallways of coded frequency.

Wolf worked like a man in love with inevitability, planting devices with a care both instrumental and almost devotional. The charges were not devices Rook wanted to think about too long; they were the ugly arithmetic of closure. Knives watched the door, his rifle a short, present answer. Doc crouched near a lab tech who was now sobbing because the world had hurtled from equations to something more immediate and final.

Then something small went wrong. It was the kind of detail that fiction loves to make into fulcrums: a tool caught an edge, a bit of metal glanced off a clamp. In a room of humming cylinders the sound was a pinprick. For a moment no one noticed; then the doctor noticed, then Sparrow, then — too late — everyone else.

Steel split as a hair-skein. It was not dramatic. It was a thin noise like an old chair succumbing to the weight of a tired man. A mist exhaled like breath from a sleeping animal, a curtain of particles so fine it might have been imagined. The scientist swore a word that translated to panic, and then the air tasted wrong.

Doc’s training was fastwired. He went for a mask the way a man reaches for a life-line, but the mist had a mind for seams. It found the gap in the world — the part where oxygen met lung and memory — and moved inside like a thought. The team inhaled, as people do when adrenaline turns the chest into a pump and the lungs invite risk.

“Gas!” Sparrow shouted. His voice was useless in the face of a mist that slipped beneath plastic and around seams. He tried to pulse the comms to the bird, to the carrier, to the protocols that existed to handle the unthinkable, but the noise of the room wrapped like a shawl and muffled orders.

Rook saw Wolf change first. The man’s usual grin came tight and white, then sharpened into something precise and hungry. It was not fear; it was the expression of a predatory focus, the way a professional soldier’s attention could be repurposed into single-point obsession. Knives’ nostrils flared; his eyes darted with a thin animal light. Doc clutched at his throat with a reflexive surgeon’s gesture and then steadied because he was a machine made to hold things together.

Time telescoped. They worked not because they had clean plans but because training is a muscle memory cut into bone. They dragged scientists, they planted final charges, they sealed data drives into cases for Sparrow to harvest. Ghost covered the exit with the patience of the long watcher, issuing short, efficient callsigns: “Voodoo-One, Ghost, CP clean — egress route X, traffic minimal.”

Rook felt the mist like a finger across the back of his skull. It thudded like a pulse and then the world rewound in small, shocking ways: laughter from other days, the smell of his son’s hair on a Christmas morning, the memory of a woman who had left him and left him better for having been abandoned. The mist did something subtle and cruel — it unstitched parts of him and then rewove them with edges that felt sharp and necessary.

“Move now!” Rook ordered, but his voice was a lever in a place where levers sometimes snapped. Wolf took the scientist and did not speak; his hands were method and speed. Knives moved like an answer and then like a question, curious and cruel at once. Doc tried to treat the nearest casualty and then looked at his own hands as if they belonged to someone else.

They pushed into the courtyard and the world opened to them like an animal mouth. Explosions mapped to the charges Wolf left — not theatrics but the tidy destruction of an ugly instrument. Flame licked out; the lab’s lights winked and died like small bodies. The alarm system howled as if the building itself had been made to announce its death.

Ghost called the pickup pattern—“Voodoo-One, Halo bird inbound, ETA H+ seventeen”—and the answer came back from command as a flat, competent tone. The C-130’s silhouette cut the horizon like a promise. They ran toward it with the mounting sense that the thing they had inhaled would not be contained in the valley.

On the way to the LZ Knives hummed a tune that had nothing to do with the present. It was a nursery ballad he’d stolen from a childhood memory, the way soldiers often keep small, human things in their pockets when the world asks for monstrous work. Wolf laughed once, a small bark that sounded like a man laughing at his own fate.

Doc’s hands trembled. For the first time since Rook had known him, he looked small. He checked every airway, every wound he could find on bodies that were already cold with shock. He whispered what prayers he kept, not to god but to the slip of life itself: “Hold. Hold. Don’t you die on me.”

Sparrow’s tablet spat packets into the encrypted cloud as fast as it could. He had saved a string of logs and images that would matter later. He tried to call the carrier med van, tried to push the earliest flags, but the words came out in the wrong order as if language itself had been abducted by the mist. “Voodoo-One to Vanguard,” he said finally, voice ragged. “Exposure. Potential agent. Immediate medcheck on board.”

The pickup was a blur of nylon and clanking gear. They loaded onto the ramp of the bird in practiced silence, a practiced ritual to survive a night that would not forgive sloppiness. The plane took them like a reluctant mother and then poured them into the dark like a secret. Rook could see the lab burning through the haze, a bloom of orange that would be in photographs and reports and maybe courtrooms. He could feel the breath of his team close as a living thing — and the same breath now tasted like copper and something else he could not name.

As the C-130 bled away from the mountain, up through the same black where they had once felt absolute control, Rook thought of little things that had nothing to do with strategy: the way his son had laughed last winter when a dog chewed the remote control; the time Wolf had thrown a beer at a man in a bar and then bought the man lunch to apologize; Ghost’s habit of leaving notes carved in the ledge of rocks where he liked to wait. Memory became a litany, and in that litany he tried to hold them whole.

None of the men spoke about the feeling that had come over them — quick as a fog and as intimate as a kiss — as the mist had found breath. Their silence was a contract. They had done their job; their oath had a clause about return. For now, the only language was the thump of the C-130’s engines and the soft click of gear settling into the hum of flight.

Sparrow pinged the carrier’s net with a short, clinical report. “Vanguard, this is Voodoo-One. Primary mission achieved. Demolition of primary lab confirmed. We have possible HAZMAT exposure. Requesting immediate medical and decon on arrival. Out.”

The carrier acknowledged with a curt, naval brevity that felt like a life preserver tossed at the right time: “Vanguard copies. Prepare to receive. Medical alerted. Maintain radio silence unless emergency.”

Rook’s hands loosened for a breath. He tried to imagine what the morning would bring. He imagined debriefs, commendations, clean rooms and coffee that tasted like victory. He tried to imagine that the mist would remain a valley’s secret.

He failed. The world, as always, had other ideas.

Wind thinned the night into a cold filament. The lab fire below turned the valley into a bruise. Inside the C-130, men slept with their equipment like talismans. Knives had his head on his folded arms and the ghost of a smirk touched his cheek as if he were still half in a dream where knives were answers. Wolf hummed something tuneless and private. Ghost stared at the ceiling of the aircraft and breathed like someone counting stars.

Doc stared at his hands, and then at the rest of the team, and did what medics must do: catalogue the present and prepare for the unpredictable. He was the kind of man who could draw stitches from the air and lay them into the human machine to make it run. He could not, however, be certain of everything. He tapped his tablet, and the readings he could get were small beacons in a larger black.

“Headache,” Knives said, voice small. “Feels like—” he stopped, the word dying in his mouth.

“It’s early,” Wolf replied, too quick to be reassuring. “We’re dehydrated. It’s the mountain.”

Rook looked to Ghost for a second, as if the sniper’s patient gaze could reconcile science and superstition. Ghost merely closed his eyes and breathed.

The man in the next strap over stared at them all with an expression Rook suspected might be fear given different circumstances. The plane hurtled through the night toward the carrier and thicker things than altitude: commitments that risked becoming obligations. In the tidy list of life, a mission completed is rarely the end of the ledger.

By the time the first gray light painted the plane in the color of old bone they were already tasting the sides of their teeth. The headaches had settled in with the intimate persistence of small animals. One by one they swallowed painkillers because it was what they did — Doc’s orders, dosed and rational — and because men prefer the illusion of remedy to the truth of helplessness.

The carrier’s deck rose like a promise in the distance. Rook tightened his hands around his rifle and thought of the lab that had smelled of pennies and the small way the world had shifted under their feet. He counted them like a man who was not yet resigned to loss. Six. Six alive, present, and moving. For now, that was enough to begin the day.

He did not know, in that particular clean hour before dawn and before consequence, how quickly the shape of them would change.
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Perimeter

The mountains were black geometry against a bruised sky. Wind carried the bite of altitude and something faintly metallic, as if the air itself remembered what had been done hours before.

Rook crouched at the edge of the valley, NVGs painting the world in sickly green outlines. The lab below had become a blister of fire on the mountainside. Through the haze, he could still see parts of the roof folding inward, the structural skeleton glowing white in places where the metal ran liquid.

They were supposed to be ghosts, long gone. Extraction complete. Mission success. But “success” never looked right when the air shimmered like poison and your lungs burned with a heat that wasn’t just exhaustion.

He checked the team by silhouette: Wolf scanning the ridgeline with his suppressed HK416 hanging low, Knives crouched beside the sat-phone, Sparrow tapping at his tablet in tight, flickering gestures, and Doc kneeling near a captured scientist, pulse-ox clipped to the man’s finger.

“Voodoo-One actual to Ghost,” Rook whispered into the mic. “Status overwatch.”

Ghost’s voice came back clean but quieter than usual.


“Still in position. No pursuit. Perimeter’s dead quiet. Feels wrong.”



Rook nodded, unseen. “Copy. We’re packing out.”

“Roger that. I’ll move to tail overwatch and collapse in.”

He clicked his mic twice — acknowledgment without words.

Sparrow looked up, infrared reflection flashing off his eye shield. “Exfil route’s still open. UAV feed’s static — I lost uplink about five mikes ago. Either terrain masking or interference from that burn.”

Rook grunted. “We move while we can.”

They started down the goat path leading toward the secondary extraction zone — a narrow shelf of stone cut by centuries of wind. The lab’s fire behind them was like a small sunrise.

Wolf’s breathing was heavy in the comms net. “You smell that?”

“Smoke,” Rook said.

“Not just smoke,” Wolf murmured. “Metal. Like an old barrel fire. I got a nose for it. Smells... off.”

Doc looked back at him, catching the faint tremor in Wolf’s left hand. “Could be from the blast. Could be adrenaline dump. We’ll get checked once we’re aboard.”

Wolf laughed — a short, sharp sound. “You’ll run a blood panel and tell me I’m fine, right?”

Doc didn’t answer. He only tightened the strap on his medic pack and kept walking.

Ghost moved down from his overwatch perch in silence. Every step calculated, every sound minimized. He had lived half his life learning the language of silence. The mountain’s bones shifted beneath his boots, thin gravel whispering like secrets.

He passed the still forms of two perimeter guards — the first kills of the night. Their bodies were already frosting over in the wind. The smell of death at altitude was dry, almost sterile.

Ghost paused beside one of them and found his gloved fingers tightening around the rifle for no reason he could name. Something about the man’s eyes — still open, catching the moonlight like small coins. The sniper in him wanted to close them, but the soldier in him knew better. Leave them. Leave everything.

He toggled the mic. “Overwatch collapsing. Last man inbound.”

The descent took forty minutes. By the time they reached the exfil ridge, the fire had dimmed behind them and only the smoke remained — curling, lazy, alive in its own way.

Sparrow pulled up the encrypted satcom feed again, teeth clenched. “Vortex-Actual, this is Voodoo-One. At exfil point Bravo. Requesting pickup vector.”

Static. Then a crackle, then the clipped voice of a Navy air controller:


“Voodoo-One, Vortex copies. You’re one-two mikes from bird ETA. IR strobes active?”



Sparrow glanced at Rook, who nodded. “Affirmative. IR strobes marked. Keep your bird dark until final approach. Area may still be compromised.”

“Copy, Voodoo-One. C-130 low vis inbound. Callsign Ghostrider. Sit tight.”

Wolf smirked at the callsign. “Lot of ghosts tonight.”

Knives didn’t respond. He was sitting on a crate, rubbing at his eyes. Doc noticed first.

“You all right?”

Knives blinked hard. “Just a headache. Feels like pressure in my sinuses. Probably altitude.”

Doc unzipped a side pouch and handed him a packet of ibuprofen. “Hydrate too. Don’t let it build.”

“Roger that, mom,” Knives said, popping two pills and chasing them with a squeeze of water.

Doc smiled faintly, but there was tension behind it.

The drone of engines rolled in from the dark, faint at first, then swelling into a mechanical heartbeat. The C-130 Ghostrider burst out of the horizon — blacked out, only the undercarriage beacon flashing infrared.

Sparrow keyed his mic. “Visual on Ghostrider. Signal clean. Wind steady.”

Rook raised his fist. “Pack it up.”

They moved in line formation, efficient, practiced. Wolf hauled the data crates, Sparrow sealed his rig, Doc kept to the rear with the scientist — sedated and hooded now.

The ramp of the C-130 lowered with a hydraulic hiss. The smell of oil and hot metal hit them like home.

Rook was last aboard. He looked out across the mountains one final time. The fire at the lab had thinned, but the mist — that faint, glowing haze — still drifted over the ridge like it refused to die.

Something in his chest tightened.

He climbed inside and hit the ramp control. Metal slammed shut. The world shrank to the droning dark of the fuselage.

They rode in near silence. Engines drowned conversation; fatigue drowned thought. Sparrow double-checked their GPS log and encrypted mission files before closing his eyes. Wolf leaned back against a crate, breathing heavier than normal, one gloved hand rubbing his chest.

“Air’s dry,” he muttered. “Feels like a goddamn hangover.”

Doc looked up from a clipboard. “Pulse?”

“Fine.”

“You look pale.”

“Maybe I’m just pretty.”

Rook grinned at that, a flicker of normalcy. Then he saw Knives pinch his nose hard, wiping away a thin line of blood.

“Sinus burst?” Rook asked.

Knives shrugged. “Pressure. Happens after jumps sometimes.”

“Doc,” Rook said.

The medic moved in, flashlight flicking red across Knives’ face. “Nasal bleed. No trauma. No barotrauma either. Odd.” He wiped the blood with gauze and frowned. “Keep an eye on it.”

“Will do,” Knives said, smiling weakly.

Ghost sat near the bulkhead, silent. Through the small round window he could see the first streaks of dawn rising beyond the Hindu Kush. The world looked sterile from up here — no fire, no evidence, just clouds pretending nothing had happened.

He thought of the men they’d killed, of the way the mist had rolled out like breath. He thought of how quiet it had been before it touched them. He told himself it was just smoke.

But smoke didn’t move like it was thinking.

The comms crackled.


“Voodoo-One, this is Vanguard Control. We have you on radar. Welcome home.”



The voice was calm, American, the sound of the world they had left hours ago.

“Copy, Vanguard,” Sparrow replied. “We’re green for approach. Request med team and decon on arrival. Possible bio exposure.”


“Acknowledged, Voodoo-One. Quarantine bay prepped. Stand by for vector.”



Wolf snorted softly. “They’re gonna strip us, scan us, and write a report saying ‘nothing to see here.’”

“Protocol,” Rook said.

“Yeah,” Wolf replied, rubbing his temples. “We follow protocol. Always have.”

Doc caught the small tremor in Wolf’s hand again, stronger now. He didn’t say anything — not yet.

The light in the cargo bay shifted as the plane banked. Shadows slid across their faces. The carrier loomed ahead — a floating city of steel and purpose. The USS Vanguard looked eternal, engines humming beneath clouds, its deck lights cutting lines into the sea’s reflection.

Home.

At least, it was supposed to be.

Inside the cockpit, the pilot and copilot murmured coordinates, eyes flicking over instruments. They didn’t see the faint fog creeping through the vent line that ran down the cargo bay’s spine — a translucent ribbon that pulsed with the plane’s vibrations, barely visible under red cabin light.

It drifted low, patient, invisible.

And somewhere in the fuselage, Wolf exhaled a sound halfway between a sigh and a growl.
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Containment Deck

The USS Vanguard rose out of the dawn like a city shouldering the sea. From the C-130’s porthole, Rook watched the deck lights resolve into lanes and numbers, watched yellow shirts become insects waving batons, watched the island glow like a lighthouse made of angles and intent. Home, for values of the word men like them understood.

“Ghostrider, cleared low approach. Maintain blacked lighting. Deck green,” the carrier said in his ear, voice clipped Navy.

“Roger Vanguard, Ghostrider on glide,” the pilot answered, hands steady on throttles.

The ramp yawned; cold air knifed through the bay. The smell of the ship—hot steel, JP-5, salt—crawled inside the aircraft and made something in Rook’s chest loosen. Then the knot tightened right back up. Wolf was breathing hard again. Knives pinched a tissue in his nostril, pretending not to. Sparrow stared too long at a blank tablet that wasn’t blank at all.

They touched down like a fist on a drumhead. Tires screamed, deceleration shuddered, then the big bird settled into the deck’s embrace. The ramp dropped to carrier dawn: orange haze over gunmetal, crew in cranials moving like choreography, a crash cart and a CBRN team in hooded suits waiting at the edge of a cordoned area stenciled DECONin yellow.

“Voodoo-One, disembark to Quarantine One. Weapons safe. Follow marshal,” came the call on internal.

Rook stood. “You heard them. Safe your primary. Pistols retained, lanyard on. We flow by the numbers.”

Wolf rolled his shoulders; the motion carried more effort than it should. Ghost slung the M110 and came up smooth. Doc cinched his pack. Sparrow palmed his PRC-148 as though it were a pulse he needed to count.

A deck ape in a white cranial—medical—windmilled them toward the line of plastic-panel tunnels that looked like someone had erected a greenhouse over a crime scene. MOPP-suited techs waved wands, took swabs, steered them forward with gloved hands that never quite touched. Over the roar of the ship and the cough of a starting Hornet, Rook could hear only his own breathing and the braid of voices in his ear.

“Voodoo-One, Vanguard Control,” a calm baritone said. “Proceed through Decon One to Med Bay Bravo. Captain Mallory requests your team leader and medic in the Wardroom immediately after intake.”

“Copy,” Rook said. He cut a look to Doc. The medic’s eyes telegraphed what he always said out loud: We’ll handle it.Rook nodded. One foot. Then the other. Don’t think about mountains and mist.

They stepped into Decon One.

Air hammered them from nozzles along the walls: a chemical smell cut with hot water and the sweet tang of something antiseptic. A corpsman with a clipboard barked the litany without ceremony: helmets off, NVGs bungeed, tops rolled to waist, boots into trays, bags tagged. The team moved like men undressing in a fire.

A tech thrust a sensor wand toward Wolf’s neck. The readout blinked green-green-yellow in a pattern Rook didn’t like.

“Explain yellow,” Rook said.

“Non-specific volatile detection,” the tech replied, voice filtered through the hood. “Could be solvents. Could be combustion byproduct. Could be nothing.”

Wolf tilted his head toward Rook as if he were listening to music only he could hear. “I smell pennies,” he said. Then louder, to the tech, a grin that had too much tooth: “Make it the kind of nothing I don’t have to report to my mother.”

“Won’t fit on the form,” the tech said, not smiling.

Showers hit. Water hot, then hotter. They stood under it like statues, steam making ghosts of them. Rook let the heat beat the night out of his bones. A memory came uninvited—the weight of his son asleep on his chest after a long shift—then left with the steam.

“Eyes open,” Doc said, handing out saline ampoules. “Flush. No excuses.”

Knives blinked the flush back out and wiped his nose. The blood had stopped. His pupils looked too big inside the fog, dark coins in a young face.

They moved to Med Bay Bravo, barefoot in shipboard slippers, their gear already whisked away by a logistics gremlin with a manifest that looked longer than a sermon. The med bay was a maze of curtained bays and machines that beeped reassurance into the noise. A Navy physician in scrubs and a lead apron met them with a look that landed somewhere between professional detachment and genuine worry.

“Lieutenant Commander Hsu,” she said. “CBRN lead for the watch. Sit. Blood draws first. Vitals. Then radiometrics.”

“You usually do radiometrics for bio?” Sparrow asked.

“Protocol’s broader when nobody knows what they’re looking for,” Hsu said, already applying a cuff to Knives’ arm. “Tell me what I am looking for.”

Rook laid out the sanitized version: breach, cylinders, a hairline split that ghosted the room, odor metallic-sweet. He did not use the word mist. It made it feel like folklore.

Hsu’s eyes flicked to Doc, who nodded once, concise. “Inhalational exposure. No dermal lesions. Onset headaches, epistaxis in one, paraesthesia reported by one.”

“Two,” Wolf said. He flexed his fingers. “Left hand’s got the pins and needles.”

Hsu hid her flinch. “Understood.” She lifted a vial to eye level, watched blood coat the glass like paint. “We’ll run a panel. White counts. CRP. Cultures. I’m adding viral PCR sweep and a battery you’ll never see on an annual physical. If it’s nothing, you get coffee and terrible eggs inside an hour. If it’s something, we’ll still try the eggs.”

Wolf barked a laugh. It ended too quickly.

They bled into tubes and gave up breath into vials and stood still while machines sniffed their air like hounds. They lay still for an ultrasound probe against their throats—lymph nodes like river stones, Doc muttered—and then held their palms up for a fluorescence wand as if they were asking for benediction.

When it was done, Hsu pointed to a row of chairs beneath a bank of TVs muted to rolling news. “Sit. Don’t make friends. Don’t share gum. Don’t go anywhere.”

Rook and Doc were already standing. The wardroom summons waited like an appointment with gravity.

“Stay smart,” Rook told the others. “No cowboy.” He let his eyes rest on Wolf an extra beat. “That means you.”

Wolf’s smile was small and sharp. “You wound me, boss.”

“Save it for later,” Rook said, and he and Doc stepped into the hallway where the ship’s pulse ran through the deck.

The wardroom smelled like coffee and old varnish. Silver photos stared down from the bulkheads: men saluting, ships at impossible lists. Captain Mallory was there already, a tall man built on straight lines, salt at his temples, a face carved by choices. The XO stood at his shoulder, tight, expectant. A CBRN officer in green coveralls tapped a tablet like a woodpecker.

“Major,” Mallory said, offering a hand. Rook took it. Grip like a vise, like a test. “Doctor.”

“Captain,” Rook said.

“Sit,” Mallory told them. He didn’t. “You put a lab to the torch. Vanguard appreciates any day the world becomes less stupid. Now tell me what tried to hitch a ride back with you.”

Rook gave him the same clean recount. Doc added doses and timings, vitals and onset. The CBRN officer—Lieutenant Arvind—interrupted to ask about cylinder make, label colors, pressure estimates. Rook did not snap; he knew the man’s questions were the scaffolding of somebody else’s attempt to build order around chaos.
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