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Chapter 1: CODE BLACK
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HOUR 0

The first thing that registered was the silence.

Not an absence of sound, but a sudden, profound void where the deep, mechanical heartbeat of Genesis BioTech had been. The perpetual hum of the Level-4 biocontainment air filters, the subsonic thrum of the main generator, the faint digital whisper of a thousand monitoring systems—all gone. Snuffed out in an instant.

Maya Chen was awake, her eyes open in the dark, before the silence had fully registered. Her body, trained by two tours in the 75th Rangers and five years of high-stakes corporate security, was already two steps ahead of her mind. Ambient change. Threat assessment. Weapon proximity.

She was on the narrow cot in her Level 2 ready-room, still in her tactical pants and a sweat-stained gray shirt from her last patrol rotation. Her fingers found the cool polymer of the Glock 19 under her pillow.

Maya Chen. Former Captain. Current Head of Tactical Security, Genesis BioTech. Her official title was “Consultant,” a bland word that hid the truth: she was the scalpel they used to cut out problems. Now, the problem was the facility itself.

Then, the silence broke.

The emergency klaxon wasn’t a sound; it was a physical assault. A piercing, digitized shriek that bypassed the ears and vibrated in the teeth, the skull. Simultaneously, the emergency lighting activated. Not the gentle glow of exit signs, but brutal, blood-red LED strips that lined every corridor, ceiling, and floor, throwing the world outside her door into a pulsating, surreal nightmare.

Her earpiece, tuned to the always-active security channel, erupted.

“—multiple breaches in Sector G! We have lost containment on—”

“Jesus Christ, they’re in the vents! THEY’RE IN THE V—”

A transmission ended in a wet crunch and a high-frequency squeal of feedback.

Then a new voice, terrifying in its icy calm, cut through. Control. Sarah. The unflappable dispatcher who knit during quiet nights. “All remaining Genesis personnel, this is a Code Black facility-wide alert. I repeat, Code Black. This is not a drill. All primary and secondary containment has failed. The event is airborne. The event is mobile. Protocol is suspended. Directive is now personal survival and data preservation. God help us all.”

The channel didn’t go to static. It went dead. A final, hollow click.

Code Black.

The words hung in the chemically-scrubbed air. They meant one thing: Lab 7. The Black Lab. The one not on the official schematics, the one her security clearance—the highest granted to any non-researcher—only hinted at. The “speculative pathogen archive,” they’d called it. A cemetery for the world’s worst ideas, kept on ice.

The ice had melted.

Her mental map of the Sierra-7 facility superimposed itself over the red-strobed dark. Five levels. She was on 2: Residential & Low-Security Labs. The main tactical armory was on 3. The only viable exit was the vehicle bay on 1. The heart of the infection, Lab 7, was on 5, so deep in the mountain it felt like the earth’s gut.

To go up, she would likely have to go down first.

She was moving before the thought finished. Duty belt secured. Boots laced. A small go-bag from under the cot slung over one shoulder—water purification tablets, basic medkit, cash, fake IDs. The tools of a ghost.

She cracked her door. Corridor 2-B was an abattoir painted in strobe-light snapshots. A fire extinguisher rolled slowly through a wide, slick pool of blood that reflected the crimson light. A white lab coat, stained almost completely black, lay draped over a shattered monitor. Further down, something moved—a slow, dragging shuffle accompanied by a wet, rhythmic sniffing.

Maya didn’t engage. She flowed left, towards the secondary utility stairwell, a concrete and steel spine rarely used. Her movement was silent, a shadow in the strobing hell.

The stairwell door’s push-bar gave with a too-loud clunk. The air inside was cooler, smelling of concrete dust and... copper. She took the steps upward to Level 3, her breathing controlled, ears straining.

She was halfway to the landing when the door two floors below—Access to Level 4, Materials & Incineration—exploded inward.

Not opened. Exploded. Torn from its reinforced hinges with a shriek of protesting metal.

Something entered the stairwell.

Maya froze, pressing herself against the cold wall, peering down through the gaps in the railing.

It shambled into the dim light of a flickering fluorescent bar. It had been Dr. Alistair Reeves. Director of Genomic Adaptation. The man who’d hired her, who’d waved away her concerns about the Black Lab with a smile and a glass of absurdly expensive bourbon. “We’re not playing God, Maya,” he’d said. “We’re just... editing his first drafts.”

The editing had come for the editor.

His expensive tailored shirt was shredded, revealing skin that was not skin anymore. It was a taut, mottled gray membrane, like the belly of a lizard, stretched over a musculature that bulged in all the wrong places. One arm was grotesquely elongated, the fingers ending in thick, blackened claws that scraped the concrete. His face was a nightmare mask: one eye socket was a collapsed ruin, the other held an orb of solid, gleaming white, like a marble. His jaw hung unhinged, dripping a viscous, amber fluid that smoked faintly where it dripped onto the stairs.

He moved with a terrifying, disjointed speed. One moment he was a slumped statue, the next he was a blur against the far wall, his head cocked, sniffing. The sound was a dry, papery rasp.

He looked up.

The single white eye fixed on her hiding spot with unnatural precision.

From the ruined ruin of his mouth came a sound that defied description. It was a low, chittering hiss that rose into a warbling shriek, a sound of infinite, insatiable hunger. It echoed in the concrete shaft, paralyzing in its sheer biological wrongness.

Maya’s training was a circuit breaker. The fear surged and was instantly channeled into action. She took the remaining stairs to Level 3 in two bounding leaps.

The armory door was ahead: two inches of reinforced composite alloy with a biometric palm-reader. She skidded to a stop, slapped her hand onto the cold glass.

A red light glared. ACCESS DENIED. CLEARANCE INSUFFICIENT.

“You bastard,” she breathed, thinking of Reeves. He’d probably revoked her armory access after their last argument about the Lab 7 security protocols. She smashed her palm against the reader again.

From the stairwell behind her, a heavy, scrambling thud. Then another, faster. He was coming.

The scanner beeped, its light flashing from red to a piercing, urgent green. OVERRIDE ACCEPTED: CODE BLACK PROTOCOL. ALL RESTRICTIONS LIFTED. The massive bolts inside the door clanked back, and it hissed open on pressurized rails.

She dove through the gap, spinning to hit the manual close. The door had barely begun to slide shut when a monstrous gray shape slammed into it from outside. The impact sent a shockwave through the frame. The door sealed with a final, hydraulic sigh, but immediately, the pounding began. THUD. THUD. THUD. Not fists. Something harder, sharper. Each impact left a visible dent in the alloy from the inside.

The armory was an oasis of terrifying order. Racks of rifles stood at attention. Shelves of ammunition gleamed. She moved with a predator’s efficiency, her mind clicking through priorities.

Primary: Benelli M4 Tactical shotgun. She grabbed it, loaded a tube of 00 buckshot, and stuffed two boxes of slugs into her pack.

Secondary: Her Glock was fine, but she took two more 15-round magazines.

Disruption: From a cabinet marked “CQB/NON-LETHAL,” she took two M84 flashbang grenades. Their concussive fury might be the only thing that could disorient whatever was out there.

Knowledge: Finally, she went to the secure comms station—a standalone unit with a hardened satellite uplink, powered by its own battery. She ripped the ruggedized transceiver from its cradle. It was the size of a brick and weighed as much, but it could call a drone in Kazakhstan from the bottom of a mine.

She powered it on. It bypassed the facility’s dead network, its antenna searching the sky. For a long moment, there was only the hiss of cosmic static and the relentless THUD from the door.

Then a voice, etched with distance and interference, fought its way through.

“...any station, this is Viper Actual on secure channel Sierra-Niner, U.S. Air Force Rapid Response Command... we have confirmed a catastrophic, multi-spectrum biological hazard event at... Genesis BioTech Sierra-Seven. Satellite thermal is off the charts. Neural-net analysis confirms worst-case scenario. Execute... Scorched Earth Protocol... I say again, Scorched Earth is now in effect. All assets are re-tasked. ETA to burn zone: six hours, zero minutes from my mark... Mark. There will be no ground extraction. There will be no quarantine. This facility and all biological material within a five-mile radius will be sterilized. Acknowledge...”

The signal dissolved into a meaningless digital groan.

Maya stood very still. The cold, professional tone of the message was more frightening than any scream. Scorched Earth. They weren’t sending help. They were sending a funeral pyre. Fuel-Air explosives. Thermite payloads. They would superheat the air itself until the complex and everything in it—concrete, steel, flesh—was rendered to ash and slag.

She checked her watch. 11:47 PM.

Sunrise was at approximately 06:00. The first jets would scream in with the dawn, turning night into a sun of their own making.

She had six hours to escape a labyrinth overrun with nightmares, before her own government erased it from the map.

A sharp, cracking sound snapped her attention back to the door. A spiderweb of fractures had appeared in the polymer viewport. Through the distorted web, she could see shapes. More than one. Pale, shifting, waiting. Reeves was no longer alone.

The armory was a trap. A metal coffin.

Time for hiding was over.

It was time to descend into the belly of the beast.
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