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Definition of Mayday

Mayday — an international distress signal, derived from the French phrase m’aidez — “help me.”

In the Cold War, May 1 was also the date when U.S. forces elevated alert levels, anticipating Soviet parades and possible surprise strikes.

In Mayday 2026, the call becomes more than a signal. It is the moment the world ends—seen from many windows, by crews and communities who hold discipline when nations fall.

Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Where the narrative touches real events, those events have been compressed, adapted, or otherwise fictionalized for dramatic purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual organizations or events, is coincidental or used in a satirical or illustrative manner. Technical, operational, military, medical, and survival details have been altered to avoid misuse and to protect security; nothing herein should be taken as instruction, endorsement, or guidance. Brand names and trademarks appear only as necessary to the story and remain the property of their respective owners. Opinions expressed by characters are not those of any government, agency, service branch, or company.
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Beijing, China - 80th Anniversary of Japan’s Surrender

The President of the People's Republic of China did not perceive the issuance of the warrant as a significant event, but instead regarded it as a routine document. This response was not influenced by the relationship between the two countries, but rather by the warrant's implications for the individual overseeing approximately 60% of China's oil reserves. In March 2023, the International Criminal Court in The Hague declared Vladimir Petrovich Orlov, President of the Russian Federation, a war criminal.

In contrast, a different stage was being prepared in Beijing.

The year following the warrant, China commemorated the 80th anniversary of Japan’s surrender with a military parade that rivaled any Soviet-era display. The pageantry was meticulously planned and grand. Columns of armored vehicles rumbled across Tiananmen Square, including amphibious assault vehicles, upgraded battle tanks, and infantry carriers adorned with digital camouflage. Missile canisters followed, including DF-17 hypersonic glide vehicles, DF-26 anti-ship missiles aimed symbolically at Guam, and the towering DF-61 ICBM, rumored to carry multiple warheads. A formation of JL-3 submarine-launched missiles was transported on flatbeds, their white casings gleaming like monuments.

Overhead, the YJ-21 hypersonic anti-ship missiles were unveiled with a resounding display, accompanied by a swarm of drones operating in intricate geometric patterns. These drones consisted of reconnaissance aircraft, stealth “loyal wingmen” designed to accompany manned fighters, and even robotic quadrupeds that traversed the square to underscore China’s theatrical flair.

Directed-energy weapons were showcased discreetly—boxy, angular systems whose beams remained imperceptible yet conveyed their significance. The message extended beyond Japan and Washington, reaching every nation observing: China had ascended to the status of a military peer, and its arrival would be marked by both spectacle and strength.

Tiananmen Square was abuzz with armored vehicles, hypersonic missile canisters, and rows of soldiers executing synchronized formations. Above them, banners emblazoned with phrases about harmony and destiny, while the underlying message was unequivocal: China had emerged as a formidable military power, and its arrival would be accompanied by both grandeur and force. 

At the reviewing stand, Xi Jinping stood at the center, an enigmatic figure carved from jade. Beside him, at a place of honor, stood the Russian President—a pariah in the West, yet here framed by cannon barrels and camera flashes. From his vantage point, the Russian leader reveled in the spectacle, his hunger for recognition evident.

Every artillery salute erased The Hague’s warrant, while every precision-stepping soldier reminded him that order still obeyed strength. He studied the missile canisters as if they were extensions of his own arsenal, lingering on the stark lettering of the DF-61 and the pale casings of the JL-3, imagining NATO analysts squirming in underground command posts.

The air thickened with jet exhaust and the rhythmic stamp of boots echoed off the marble façades, a choreography of dominance designed for cameras and conscience alike. Around him, lenses clicked, flashes strobed, and he held his profile steady—chin set, eyes narrowed, posture unbent—as if sculpting an image for history itself. He knew what the world would see: not an exile, not a criminal, but a sovereign framed by China’s rising power, flanked by nations that chose pragmatism over morality. In that instant, he felt restored, if only in optics.

To his other side, India’s Prime Minister Modi leaned in with practiced warmth, exchanging words and laughter. Later, the three men posed together at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit in Tianjin, a tableau carefully arranged for the world: China, Russia, India, shoulder to shoulder.

North Korea’s delegation applauded with theatrical zeal, while Iran’s envoys nodded gravely, promising that history was shifting. Across the stage, twenty-odd leaders from Africa, Central Asia, and the Middle East added weight to the optics. Their presence spoke louder than speeches: whatever The Hague declared, Russia was not alone.

The President absorbed the entire scene—the resounding roar of jets overhead, the flags fluttering across a square once tainted with bloodshed, and the cameras capturing every fleeting moment. He stood taller, his chest expanding with a sense of vindication. Let the Western world label him a criminal. Here, in Beijing, he retained his revered status as an emperor.

That evening, in the guesthouse provided by his hosts, he sat before a series of monitors replaying the parade. He observed himself on the reviewing stand, flanked by missiles and allies, and reassured himself that the message was unequivocal: a new order was taking shape. The West could potentially constrict Russia’s financial institutions, impose an embargo on its oil exports, and disparage its isolationist stance—but the future was not within their purview to dictate.
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Joint Defence Facility Pine Gap — Central Australia

Pine Gap, a collaborative Australian-United States satellite communications and signals intelligence base located approximately 18 kilometers southwest of Alice Springs, has been operational under the formal designation Joint Defence Facility Pine Gap (JDFPG) since 1988. Previously, it was known as the Joint Defence Space Research Facility.

The base is managed through a cooperative partnership between Australian and American forces, with contributions from the Australian Defence Force (ASD), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the National Security Agency (NSA), and the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO). Within the National Reconnaissance Office’s communications, the facility is referred to as the Australian Mission Ground Station (AMGS), while in NSA cover sheets, it is known as RAINFALL.

Thirty-eight white radomes house the dishes, and approximately 800 personnel are responsible for maintaining their functionality. Veterans have frequently remarked that the chief-of-base (COB) was typically a CIA official, as suggested by David Rosenberg. However, a red line on the floor serves as a strict demarcation between the cryptographic rooms.

Red dirt is periodically removed in sheets, and the domes sway in response to the wind. The base is characterized by the hum of fans, dish drives, and the steady engine of a diesel-powered vehicle.

Within the Operations Center, the air was permeated by the distinct odors of molten plastic and coffee. Status indicators adorned the walls, providing various data points, such as 7600 UPLINK GREEN, 8300 DOWNLINK LOCK, and RAINFALL INGEST OK. Geosatellites orbited along long meridians, diligently collecting data from Eurasia and the Middle East.

Hale, the watch officer, maintained a composed demeanor, firmly gripping the rail. “RAINFALL, what information do we have?”

The junior officer assigned to RAINFALL did not glance up. “AIS starfield has abruptly vanished, particularly the Barents/Kara seam. Within two minutes, four tankers had their transponders rendered inactive. We are currently detecting sporadic SATCOM bursts with a consistent interval.”

“Plot the bursts and correlate them with Seven-Six,” Hale commanded. “Please mark the most recent accurate AIS reading and the initial erroneous reading.”

The ASD liaison leaned towards the spectrum, “Deck chatter on cheap cryptocurrency. Russian network control. Two Chinese call signs, one Indian. ‘Hold station.’ ‘Pump on.’”

Hale keyed the secure loop, “Langley Operations, Pine Gap. We are witnessing an at-sea rendezvous north of Novaya Zemlya. It is probable a transshipment—PRC and Indian tankers meeting Russian cargo.”

“Langley,” a level voice responded, “How firm?”

“Firm,” Hale replied, tapping times on the glass. “AIS is off. Burst communications occur at a thirty-second cadence. IR deck glints where there shouldn’t be any. Engines barely turn.”

“Copy,” Langley said. “Push live and CENTRIX. Any naval coverage?”

“Two ghosts in trail. Acoustic’s not ours, but RF wakes indicate they’re breathing.”

The NORAD light blinked. Cheyenne Mountain sounded flat and dry. “Pine Gap, NORAD Missile Warning. Any OPIR anomalies in your lane?”

“Negative hot plumes,” Hale said. “However, Russian coastal nets just surged—SA-21 sectors are up, VHF air defense is thickening. They’re monitoring the same water we are.”

Makira stepped in, dust on her boots. “Do you want the sortie on Amber?”

“Do it,” Hale said, eyes fixed on the board. “Keep the gate quiet.”

Old Henry’s baritone came from the generator gallery, accompanied by a fan’s whine. “Bus A is steady. Bus B is hot and floating. Tie-breaker is open on your word.”

“Hold,” Hale said. “Not there—yet.”

The image underwent a sharpening transformation. Seven-Six fixed its gaze, and the sea emanated an iridescent glow, akin to bruises concealed beneath clouds. Two silhouettes merged, hoses extending—a formidable presence in the darkness.

Hale’s tone became more precise. “Langley, Pine Gap. Active transfer assessment scheduled for 21:54 Zulu. RF, IR, and geoloc overlays are en route.”

“Received,” Langley responded. More voices emerged from behind the line. “Interagency standing up. Maintain your focus.”

NORAD tightened its control. “Confirmation—no indications of boost signatures or ground heat ramps?”

ASD responded to the loop. “Nothing unusual. Telemetry housekeeping has just awakened at Plesetsk—could be routine, could be preparation.”

Hale’s jaw clenched. “NORAD, we will follow OPIR. Any movement, you get it first.”

He leaned over the rail. “RAINFALL—burst cadence?”

“Thirty on the dot,” the junior said, swallowing. “Clean. Metronome.”

“Because someone promised them time,” Hale said.

He pivoted. “Makira, lock the sally. Runner at the badge reader.” To Henry: “Hold Bus B ready to tie. If we get a spike, I want the cut fast.”

Back on Langley’s loop: keyboards, phones, a printer thumping. “Pine Gap, this has been transmitted to Deputies. Are there any wheels up out of Kola?”

ASD: “Murmansk sectors are illuminated. Controllers are awakening pilots. No launches have yet occurred.”

On the wall, two tracks merged and held. A third tanker drifted into its square. The floor vibrated faintly as the domes above slewed a fraction of a degree. The hairs rose on Hale’s forearms.

“Langley,” he said evenly, “Standby. The Russian tanker has just exploded. A massive fireball, an enormous plume.”

NORAD: “What caused it?”

Pine Gap: He let it hang a breath. “Unknown. Negative on the submarines being involved—no torpedoes. The Chinese tanker is separating.”

“Pine Gap, this is Langley. Thank you for the information. We are advising the POTUS.”

“Pine Gap acknowledges. Stare maintained. All lines are aligned.”

Something was about to transpire. Everyone perceived it in the unspoken air.
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May 1, 2026, 0600 ZULU - Cheyenne Mountain Complex, Colorado

The difference between routine and ruin is measured in seconds. Consoles glow, hands move, orders pass — all of it ordinary, until the ordinary falters. The men and women on watch inherit not peace but vigilance, guarding against the moment when silence on the line ceases to be harmless and becomes history’s opening shot. —Watch Officer’s Log, Cheyenne Mountain

“The mountain doesn’t sleep. It only blinks.” — Airman’s graffiti, blast door

The morning commenced as it invariably did—underground, where the sun’s rays never penetrated.

The watch floor of NORAD awoke to the rhythm of shifting shifts. Coffee cups emitted steam from console edges, keyboards clicked, and the hushed murmur of voices blended with the background hum of ventilation fans. Radar sweeps pulsed across luminous screens, green arcs sweeping in a synchronized manner akin to the second hand of an immense clock.

From the distant wall emanated the faint, irregular tick of a Geiger counter—a customary background monitoring procedure. However, the sound invariably unsettled Mitchell’s nerves. The bunker’s air carried a metallic tang, recycled through filters that had endured longer than most of the lieutenants had been alive. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed excessively and artificially, reminding her that sunrise and sunset were mere electrical timers. It was not the work itself that engendered weariness—it was the knowledge that Cheyenne Mountain served as both a fortress and a tomb, a place destined to endure the end of the world by confining the living within the confines of granite.

Lieutenant Colonel Sarah Mitchell adjusted her eyes as she leaned against the railing above the floor. Her tablet buzzed with the initial reports of the day: satellite status, overnight missile warning logs, and a note regarding a minor earthquake in Alaska that had momentarily triggered seismographs. She scrolled through the information, her eyes sharp despite the fatigue that tugged at her.

Down on the deck, airmen and soldiers huddled over their respective stations. One adjusted his headset, another jotted down notes, and a third adjusted a monitor’s brightness. It appeared to be routine, the same routine that had persisted for decades.

Despite its reputation as a routine facility, NORAD, the North American Aerospace Defense Command, held a profound significance. Established during the Cold War, its mission was to safeguard against nuclear threats, ensuring that nuclear bombers and missiles would not strike the Arctic at any moment. The Cheyenne Mountain fortress, constructed from an exceptionally thick layer of granite, was designed to withstand even a direct nuclear strike. Generations of military personnel had traversed these hallowed halls, sworn to monitor radar screens, thereby ensuring the safety of both nations.

Mitchell, having grown up familiar with the acronym NORAD, had not fully comprehended its weight. She recalled her father’s ominous statement, “If the mountain speaks, it signifies the end of the world.” Now, she was employed within its confines, and on certain days, it still felt more akin to a mythical legend than a workplace.

She contemplated the families residing outside—hers among them. The mountain prohibited cellular service and expedited video calls. Communications to home were restricted, routed through secure lines that could take hours to process. Mitchell had witnessed soldiers returning from break rooms with tears concealed beneath their composure, their phone lines abruptly terminated mid-sentence. A Canadian corporal had yet to hear his newborn’s cry, having only received a grainy photograph delivered via mail-pouch. Despite its imposing steel and blinking lights, the mountain silently took its toll by erasing the fleeting human moments that served as reminders of the individuals they were defending.

Mitchell adjusted her uniform blouse and surveyed the room. Americans and Canadians moved in unison, their accents intermingling. Ottawa vowels resonated against Colorado drawls. Coffee mugs bore both the emblems of the United States and Canada, the stars and stripes juxtaposed with the maple leaf. For all the animosity and verbal sparring across the border, this was the sole location on Earth where the two militaries truly collaborated as a cohesive unit.

“Good morning, Sarah,” Major Claire Thompson, the Canadian flight surgeon, approached her with a thermos, her eyes wide with an unnatural alertness.

“Good morning,” Mitchell replied. “Or what passes for morning in this location.”

Claire offered a faint smile. “Time holds no significance within the confines of a bunker. Only rotations.”

Mitchell accepted a cup of coffee from the thermos. The coffee was bitter and hot, but it was able to cut through the haze. “Thank you.”

She scanned the floor again. “Is everything in order?”

“Everything is as quiet as it ever gets.” Claire’s eyes flickered toward the radar consoles. “There is no movement except for the usual cargo planes. And Russian military aircraft are again displaying their capabilities near the Arctic. It is May Day, after all.”

Mitchell grunted in response. Moscow consistently engaged in provocative rhetoric on May 1st.

Above them, the glass-walled conference room emanated a warm glow. Generals convened for the morning briefing.

General Robert “Iron Bob” Markham approached the head of the table, his presence commanding attention before he uttered a single word. At sixty-two years of age, his hair had transformed into iron-gray, and his jawline resembled that of granite. He donned the Air Force uniform with the demeanor of armor, and the four stars adorning his collar glistened under the fluorescent lights.

Behind him, Lieutenant General Marc-André Deschamps of the Canadian Forces assumed his seat. Deschamps moved with a measured and deliberate gait, his face etched with the lines of pragmatism. While Markham’s posture exuded authority, Deschamps’ presence conveyed a sense of patience.

The two men had collaborated for several years, albeit not without challenges. NORAD, officially binational, shared its authority between Washington and Ottawa. In reality, the United States bore the brunt of this responsibility, and the Canadians never failed to remind them of this fact.

Markham barked, “Let us commence the briefing.”

Mitchell took a seat along the wall, her tablet poised to record the proceedings. She had long since internalized her role in these briefings: maintain the flow of information, capture pertinent details, and allow the senior leaders to conduct their battles above her.

Major David Harlan, the communications officer, reported, “The radar sweep conducted overnight yielded no anomalies. Satellite coverage remains stable, although we are monitoring some interference emanating from solar activity.”

Markham raised an eyebrow. “Are there any actionable recommendations?”

“None at this juncture, sir.”

Deschamps leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “Ottawa will require a note. Civilian satellites have been exhibiting erratic behavior recently, causing concern among telecommunications companies.”

Markham gave a curt nod but refrained from writing it down.

The reports continued to flow. Cargo planes departed from Anchorage, while Russian bombers approached Alaska’s Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) before retreating. A weather balloon was released from Saskatchewan and briefly detected as an unidentified object.

Routine. All routine.

Despite this, Mitchell could sense the underlying tension. It was not solely attributable to the external world—although everyone was aware of the United States and Russia’s renewed encirclement, akin to a classic boxing match. The tension extended to the interior as well.

Markham insisted on full honors, salutes that were sharp enough to cut skin, and stars polished daily. He carried the authority of the Cold War as if it were still 1962. In contrast, Deschamps advocated for joint leadership, emphasizing the need for Ottawa’s voice to be equally prominent in the mountain. The two clashed in tone, even in their explicit words, and the friction permeated the ranks. Americans expressed concerns about Canadians’ perceived weakness, while Canadians dismissed the notion of “Yankee circus.”

Mitchell sipped her coffee and took notes, the words blending into the rhythm of routine. However, she observed the two generals attentively. Despite the abundance of screens, charts, and numerical data, the palpable tension resided between those two men.

Upon the conclusion of the briefing, Markham rose and declared, “Carry on,” his voice echoing throughout the room like a command. The officers stood, but the Canadians moved with a slower, more deliberate pace. The distinction was subtle, yet Mitchell noticed it.

Back on the watch floor, Gallagher, the Canadian systems technician, muttered as he adjusted a monitor. “Americans act as if they still possess dominion over the skies. It is intriguing how NORAD, ostensibly a binational organization, treats us as mere guests in its bunker.”

Mitchell shot him a glance, but Gallagher merely shrugged, a wry grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I am merely expressing the collective sentiments of the group.”

The day progressed in a cyclical manner. Screens flickered, phones rang, and voices exchanged updates. The air carried a scent of stale coffee, metal, and the faint ozone tang emanating from the excessive heat generated by numerous electronic devices.

Mitchell paced the floor, observing her soldiers. She passed a young airman who appeared visibly nervous, tapping his pencil against a console.

“Restrain yourself,” she uttered softly. “Should the Russians initiate an attack, you will not miss it. That screen will emit a clear alert.”

He managed a feeble smile. “Affirmative, ma’am.”

At the distant console, Gallagher raised his voice. “Received a ping from the Greenland station. Phantom anomaly once again.”

Harlan leaned over his shoulder, scrutinizing the data. “Telemetry readings are significantly off by half a degree. A glitch. Please disregard it.”

Gallagher muttered under his breath, barely audible to those nearby. “Glitches rarely recur consecutively for three consecutive days.”

As if in response, a burst of static abruptly disrupted one of the auxiliary communication channels. Operators immediately stood up in their seats. Amid the crackle, a garbled sequence of words emerged—“...day...—going down—“ before it abruptly ceased. Heads turned, seeking confirmation. Gallagher’s hands hovered over his keyboard. He glanced towards Mitchell.

“What is the situation?” she inquired in a hushed tone.

He forced a shrug. “Possibly a cross-channel interference. Such occurrences are commonplace.”

However, she sensed the tension in his jaw muscles. The other personnel might dismiss it as inconsequential, but Gallagher would not.

Mitchell intercepted the exchange but refrained from responding. This was a routine occurrence: machines emitting irregularities, human disagreements, and everyone anticipating the rare moment when a glitch would not manifest.

As the shift bell rang, the mountain settled into its rhythmic pattern. Men and women rotated out, while others rotated in. The hum of the fans remained steady.

However, in the quiet moments between reports, Mitchell found herself staring at the screens for an extended period, her coffee cooling in her hand. The world above was celebrating—parades in Moscow, flags unfurled, and bands playing—but here beneath the stone, they monitored for signals that could indicate that the celebration was merely a cover for something else.

She thought of her father once more. If the mountain speaks, it signifies the end of the world.

Despite the mountain’s current tranquility, Mitchell could not shake the sensation that history was shifting somewhere beyond those screens.

The shift after lunch progressed more slowly than the morning. Coffee mugs remained cold, and the air handlers hummed with the same weary rhythm. For the new crew, alertness arrived fresh, their eyes wide, and their backs stiff; for the holdovers like Mitchell, fatigue gnawed at the edges.

From her post along the railing, she could discern the divide without the need for a chart. Americans checked in with clipped precision, uttering “Airspace clear, sir” as if it were an oath. Canadians moved at their own pace—professional, yet not snapping to every instruction. They were not insubordinate; they simply carried their authority differently, and in Markham’s eyes, differently was incorrect.

He made another circuit of the floor, hands clasped behind his back. “Posture sharp. You are the first line of defense,” he commanded. His voice resonated easily throughout the chamber. “Should anything cross that line, we intercept, respond, and do so swiftly.”

One of the Canadian sergeants muttered as he passed, “Swiftness is effortless. It is appropriate that difficulty be the norm.” Gallagher chuckled, shaking his head.

Mitchell leaned toward them. “Be cautious.”

The sergeant only shrugged. “We are not in Ottawa anymore, but we are not Americans either.”

The palpable tension in the mountain had been a constant since 1958. At that time, NORAD was a remarkable achievement, the world’s inaugural true binational military command. The United States provided its bombers, nuclear doctrine, and substantial budget, while Canada offered the vast northern expanse, with radar sites stretching across the frozen tundra and an unwavering conviction that sovereignty held paramount importance. Despite these collaborative efforts, the partnership had only endured because both sides feigned obliviousness to the underlying tensions.

Regrettably, these tensions are once again manifesting.

At mid-shift, Harlan called out from the comms console. “Solar interference spiking again. Satellite feed lagging by four minutes.”

Markham strode over, his jaw clenched. “Maintain redundancy. Bounce to ground relays.”

“Yes, sir.”

Deschamps stepped up beside him. “Ottawa will require a copy of the interference log. Civilian telecommunications have been erratic since February. They will inquire if this could be deliberate.”

Markham shot him a stern look. “Do you believe Moscow is manipulating the sun like a light switch?”

Deschamps did not rise to the bait. He merely said, “When communications falter, politics falter. I will file the note.”

Mitchell scribbled it down, her stylus scratching against the tablet. She did not miss the way Markham’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the edge of the console. He detested being reminded that the Canadians did not merely “share” the mountain. They were equal partners. In theory.

Hours blurred. Reports arrived, were logged, filed, and archived. The hum of electronics was steady, interrupted only by the occasional laugh, cough, or the crack of a knuckle.

Nevertheless, the weight persisted. There was a rhythm to being inside a bunker this deep: day and night were inconsequential, only rotations marked time. The ceiling lights dimmed and brightened on a cycle, but it never felt like sunrise. A kind of cabin fever always lurked, poised to strike.

Mitchell traversed the perimeter, attentively listening to the sounds. A corporal hummed a tune under his breath to maintain alertness. A sergeant tapped his boot impatiently on the floor. A Canadian technician complained about the unpleasant taste of recycled water.

Although seemingly insignificant, these sounds collectively formed a coherent narrative. The mountain remained operational, and the mission progressed, yet the strain was palpable.

Mitchell paused at Gallagher’s station, where his screen flickered with another enigmatic anomaly.

“There it is once more,” he uttered in a hushed tone. “The same spike as yesterday, occurring in the same sector.”

Mitchell raised an eyebrow in suspicion. “Flag it.”

“It has already been flagged. Harlan attributes it to a glitch.”

“Do you harbor any doubts about its nature as a glitch?”

Gallagher hesitated for a moment. “I find it unlikely that the universe experiences such frequent glitches without a discernible cause.”

Mitchell remained silent, opting instead to squeeze his shoulder gently. “Maintain your vigilance.”

As the next shift bell rang, the floor resumed its usual hum. Crews rotated, logbooks were exchanged, and headsets were swapped. Markham completed his final circuit, his gaze sweeping across the assembled Americans, who stood straighter, and the Canadians, who gave polite nods. He seemed oblivious, or chose not to notice, that the salutes were slower, less crisp than the previous day.

Deschamps lingered on the watch floor for a moment longer. He paused beside Mitchell. “Your soldiers appear fatigued.”

“They have been so since the commencement of the mission,” she replied.

“Indeed. However, today it is more pronounced.”

Mitchell glanced towards the consoles. She understood his implication. Shoulders drooped slightly more, movements were slower, and the banter was less sharp. Fatigue was a natural consequence, but it also signaled the onset of cracks.

She sighed. “We will ensure their well-being.”

Deschamps offered her a composed yet knowing glance. “Steadyness is commendable. However, do not misconstrue it for unyielding resilience.”

That evening, the mess hall was noisier than usual. Trays clattered, chairs scraped, and conversations filled the space. Americans gathered around sports highlights displayed on a tablet—delayed broadcasts of baseball, the closest approximation to normalcy they had. Canadians teased them from the adjacent table.

“Authentic sports are played on ice,” one Canadian corporal remarked. “Puck, not bat!”

“Amusing,” a Marine retorted. “I did not witness Ottawa’s victory at the last championship.”

The laughter was sharp, slightly too sharp. Beneath the ribbing lay a more potent emotion, akin to a blade concealed beneath a cloth.

Mitchell consumed her meal in silence, spooning mashed potatoes into her mouth and listening attentively. She perceived the jokes, but she also discerned the underlying undertones: resentment towards tariffs, frustration at political jabs, and the constant balancing act of a binational command.

At the far end of the hall, Kowalski approached another civilian, whispering something that caused the woman’s eyes to widen. Mitchell could not hear it, but she recognized the pattern: gossip veiled in a semblance of truth, just enough to spread. In a setting such as this, rumors could proliferate at an alarming pace.

She placed her spoon down and gently stroked her temple. The day had been monotonous, devoid of any extraordinary events. However, every sound, every fleeting glance, every unspoken silence seemed to carry a profound significance, as if imbued with a weight beyond its literal meaning.

Upon Mitchell’s return to the watch floor for one final circuit, she discovered Gallagher still at his console, well beyond his scheduled shift. His eyes were flushed, and his fingers tapped restlessly against the keys.

“You are off duty,” she informed him.

He did not acknowledge her presence. “I am aware.”

“Then why are you here?”

He finally turned, his expression grave. “Because those anomalies persist. And if my assessment is correct, we will regret not heeding our warnings earlier.”

Mitchell maintained his gaze. For a fleeting moment, she contemplated requesting an explanation, expounding upon the situation. However, the profound fatigue in her body signaled that it would not be pertinent at this juncture. Not this evening.

“Obtain some rest,” she uttered softly.

He hesitated before shutting down his console. Nevertheless, as he departed, he uttered, “Glitches do not recur indefinitely.”

The mountain descended into silence once more. Fans hummed, screens illuminated, and voices subsided into low murmurs. It resembled any other night shift that had transpired over the course of decades.

Nonetheless, Mitchell could not quell the apprehension that the fissures were expanding.

She settled at her desk, logged the final reports of the day, and closed her tablet.

Above them, in Moscow, parades adorned the streets, musical ensembles performed, and missiles traversed Red Square. The world celebrated the spectacle.

Here, concealed beneath granite, they awaited.

Routine. Perpetually routine. That was the promise and the curse of Cheyenne Mountain. The fans hummed, the screens illuminated, and voices reverberated through their circuits akin to a meticulously choreographed drill. However, beneath the surface, Mitchell sensed a growing silence, akin to the air thickening prior to an impending storm. Somewhere beyond the static and phantom blips, history was undergoing a transformation. She recalled her father’s words once more: If the mountain speaks, it heralds the end of the world.

This evening, the mountain was eerily quiet. Excessively so.
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Moscow

On state television, the morning broadcast showcased parades, flags, and schoolchildren rehearsing songs for Victory Day. Anchors expressed smiles as they discussed Russia’s resilience and the West’s faltering under its own hypocrisy. However, behind the glass of the Kremlin command room, a distinct scene unfolded. Maps displayed target sets, blinking lights monitored missiles that were not yet launched but were already operational.

Across the ocean, satellites commenced their movements. Analysts in Colorado and Norfolk exchanged perplexed glances at the feeds from the Barents Sea, the Siberian steppe, and the runways where bombers had taken off without leaving a trace. Phones rang in Washington, Brussels, and London. The signs were unequivocal—they signaled war.

In Moscow, the President remained oblivious to this unfolding crisis. Instead, his attention was diverted to a portrait of Catherine the Great displayed in the hall outside his chamber. Her words echoed in his mind: “Russia’s borders are best safeguarded by expanding them.” He uttered them once, as if offering a blessing, and then returned to the table where the fate of the world rested on a single penstroke.

They convened once again beneath the chandeliers, their faces bearing the weight of time. The table was set as customary—folders neatly arranged, pens aligned, crystal glasses reflecting on coasters emblazoned with the crest of a nation older than any of them. Outside, the Kremlin bells chimed the hour, while within, it appeared as if time had lost its significance.

Status reports cascaded in from hardened units: submarines dispersed; road-mobile launchers at Phase Line BIRCH; bombers reduced to fuel-minimum at reserve fields; communications redundancy augmented to triple; satellite windows calculated; and weather conditions favorable. The language of disaster invariably sounded like a checklist.

“All is in motion,” the defense minister declared, his gaze fixed on his own hands rather than the President. He seemed to require a focal point to anchor his words.

The foreign intelligence chief subsequently addressed the matter, his voice low and precise. “NATO is indeed on alert, but not yet mobilizing. Carriers are repositioning, bomber sorties are escalating, and air defenses are being heightened to a wartime level.” “They perceive this as preparation,” he elaborated, “but not yet as an imminent strike.”

“Good,” the President murmured, a hint of satisfaction in his voice. “Allow them to remain one step behind.”

The presence of The Hague loomed large at the table, its influence akin to a seventh flag. The arrest warrant had narrowed his world, transforming the corridors of movement into a labyrinth. In this labyrinth, he made a choice: surrender the myth or seize the opportunity. He opted for the latter, and the men around him mirrored his decision.

General Sokolov maintained a neutral expression as the seconds ticked by. He had meticulously planned intricate strategies, including weather windows so narrow they could be overlooked and deconfliction steps that necessitated calls no one desired to make. Nevertheless, the machine had overcome these obstacles with the force of doctrine and momentum. He felt the notebooks on his desk like burdens on his chest, wondering when history would become an uncontrollable force.

Colonel Ilyushin stood at the rear with the other aides, their gazes fixed on the wall clocks that never seemed to synchronize. He counted seconds between updates, correlating cadence with consequence, and found himself praying—not for mercy, which he no longer believed in, but for postponement. Postponement was mercy in a slower pace.

A minister attempted to offer reassurance veiled in philosophy. “Empires do not endure by apologizing,” he uttered softly. “They flourish by reminding the world of proportions.” Around the table, heads bowed as if the sentence held significance beyond the confines of the room. The President’s gaze lingered on him for a heartbeat longer than was customary; gratitude and caution blended into the same expression this evening.

On a side monitor, muted footage played repeatedly: the Beijing parade, the Tianjin handshakes, and the rows of non-Western leaders who had smiled for a different version of order. These images had encapsulated the essence of the situation at the time. Now, with phones ringing in NORAD and Ramstein, they were merely photographs. The President observed himself on the reviewing stand for a moment, then turned away, as if refusing to be comforted by the memory of applause.

The operations chief presented the President with a single page containing a detailed execution matrix for Phase I: HANE/EMP. The page presented four lines of information: detonation altitudes, geographic footprints, E1/E3 coupling models, and recovery timelines. The presentation was clinical and almost elegant in its cruelty, depicting stars igniting at the edge of space to blind an entire continent without ever touching flesh.

“This is the line we can walk,” the chief declared. “Signal without ash. Paralyze without blood.” He did not specify how long this dangerous path would last; he did not need to.

“Fear is the only language left to us,” the President responded. “And languages are learned through immersion.”

They proceeded with the legal ritual, a mere facade of consultation and signatures choreographed to perfection. There was no vote; there never had been. The minutes would record unanimity, and history would accept the record because paper is easier to store than doubt. Pens clicked, and names flowed onto the pages. Sokolov signed, feeling the point pierce deeper than necessary, as if the paper itself could be punished.

An aide wheeled in a secure red-capped handset, its cable thick as a wrist, and placed it within reach. For a moment, the room held its breath. Even those used to weapons felt a primal instinct coiling at the base of their spines. This handset was not a button; it was a sentence devoid of punctuation, a declaration without any room for further elaboration.

The President hesitated to touch the device. Instead, he addressed the room, his tone becoming more subdued, a stark contrast to his usual demeanor on television. He spoke of Catherine and borders, of 1941 and encirclement, of civilizations tested and deemed worthy. He spoke of destiny without irony and survival without hesitation. He pledged that Russia would not be erased by bankers and bureaucrats, that maps were shaped by those who dared to redefine them. As he spoke, the men around him synchronized their breathing to the cadence, a silent testament to the shared burden of marching somewhere they did not wish to see.

A junior officer entered carrying a printout—satellite confirmation of U.S. vehicles repositioning, stable European grids, favorable weather, and aligned orbital gaps. The operations chief acknowledged the printout with a nod. “Windows will be open for twelve minutes,” he stated. “If we miss, the next alignment will be in fifty-eight minutes.”

Twelve minutes—a span so brief it could be measured by a prayer, yet long enough to alter the course of history. The President glanced at the clocks. The minute hands moved with contrasting confidence, prompting him to adjust his own pace.

“Phase I will be blinding,” he declared. “Phase II will cauterize.” The old phrase, now devoid of metaphor, echoed through the room.

Sokolov’s eyes flickered to Ilyushin, and in that fleeting glance, they agreed on the sole resistance remaining: to obey slowly, precisely, with the friction of accuracy. It would procure seconds—a form of respite.

The handset remained silent, and the room held its breath. Somewhere beyond the walls, Moscow continued its rationed morning routine: trams clattering, bakers lifting dough in dim kitchens, a girl practicing scales with a missing key. In Kyiv, sirens tested themselves with weary voices. Over the Barents, a submarine turned a fraction of a degree, blending into the depths that concealed it.

The President finally placed his fingers on the handset, neither dramatic nor hesitant, as if reaching for a familiar instrument. “Proceed to Phase I,” he announced.

At an astonishing speed, orders departed the room, transforming into distant movements—switches activated in sealed bunkers, trajectories confirmed, fuses armed, and celestial bodies plotted on invisible maps. The Council of Shadows remained motionless, listening to the silence preceding the impending commotion.

Silence reigned supreme. There was nothing left to utter that could alter the trajectory of what had been set in motion. Language had fulfilled its purpose, and machines would complete it.

The command cadence commenced with numerical sequences. Operators in a bunker situated outside Moscow received coordinates through headsets, their syllables compressed by training and echoed by men situated half a continent away. In the Barents, a launch officer, securely restrained in his console, mirrored the phrase, his voice unwavering despite perspiration within wool gloves. In the taiga, a captain within a Yars convoy inputted a series of characters onto a blinking green pad that subsequently darkened. Globally, codes converged. Two keys operated simultaneously, two hands simultaneously lifted covers, and two voices mutually confirmed each other in languages without any doubt.

Within the Kremlin chamber, the handset emitted a soft click as circuits were sealed. The President leaned slightly back, as if the most arduous task had been accomplished. His gaze swept across the table, where generals, ministers, and intelligence officials remained seated, their sole movement the tick of pens recording the passage of time.

On a monitor, a digital clock advanced, displaying 03:11 Zulu minus two minutes. A red band stretched across the display, labeled EMP WINDOW.

General Sokolov shifted slightly, adjusting the cuff of his sleeve, and whispered a phrase too faint for the microphones: “May God forgive us.” Colonel Ilyushin heard it and lowered his eyes. Neither man moved again.
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“Every Channel Carries Silence Now. Even Silence Has Weight.” — Harlan, Comms Log

May 1, 2026, 0800 ZULU) - Cheyenne Mountain Complex

The watch floor was never devoid of noise, but there were distinct flavors, and this morning, it carried the sharp edge of annoyance.

On the space-weather console, a junior airman had a K-index plot displayed out of habit—green bars with occasional yellow anomalies. “Solar conditions are stable,” he whispered to no one. Calmness should not have elicited nervousness from him, but it did. It implied that the sky had no convenient excuses for today.

Somewhere behind the communications bay, a Geiger counter ticked its steady metronome—background checks only, nothing noteworthy—but the sound permeated the room like a superstition.

A maintenance technician passed by with a differential-pressure gauge attached to his belt, inspecting filter housings. He gave Mitchell a thumbs-up—within the permissible limits—then tapped the metal cowling twice, akin to a pilot patting a wing. The gesture was a combination of superstition and a prayer that the air would remain pristine tomorrow.

Filters emitted a mournful sound from their housings as the blowers accelerated. The air once again carried that faint metallic aftertaste, recycled to sterility. Mitchell found herself swallowing against it. A bunker could provide safety from the external world; it could also remind her, with every breath, that the world beyond was something she had to safeguard against.

On Gallagher’s console, a solitary dot had flickered at the periphery of the radar sweep—then vanished. It had replicated this behavior the previous day and the day before that.

He leaned forward, jaw clenched, as the sweep completed its cycle. The green arc passed, devoid of anomalies. He exhaled, sat back, and then cursed under his breath when the anomaly reappeared two sweeps later.

“Once more?” Mitchell inquired, leaning against the rail above him.

Gallagher did not look up. “Same sector. High Arctic. Same coordinates within half a degree. Same enigmatic phenomenon.”

“Arctic ducting can distort reality,” Gallagher added, almost to himself. “However, not precisely, not over the course of three consecutive days.” He adjusted a layer. “North Warning System feeds are unaltered. If the sky is deceiving, it is doing so deliberately.”

Harlan arrived at his shoulder, tablet tucked under one arm, as the lines in his forehead already deepening. “Telemetry is inconsistent. I have triple-checked. It is an artifact. It could be atmospheric distortion or solar interference.”

“Could be a bird if you squint hard enough,” Gallagher muttered.

“Could be nothing,” Harlan snapped.

Mitchell allowed them to bicker for a moment. It was not unusual—communications versus systems had always been contentious. However, she observed Gallagher’s hands. They trembled, albeit slightly, not from fatigue but from conviction. He was not merely perceiving a glitch.

Another sweep. The blip vanished. Then reappeared.

Gallagher tapped the screen with his finger. “There! That is not an artifact.”

Harlan sighed. “If it were genuine, it would flicker in and out like a Christmas light.”

“Unless it is testing us,” Gallagher finally looked up, his eyes stern. “Spoofing the radar. Illuminating us to ascertain if we will react.”

He tapped a sequence, displaying the return envelope. “The same pulse repetition interval, the same side-lobe shimmer. If it is a Digital RF Memory jammer, it can transmit our own echoes with a time shift that appears ‘almost’ correct. Almost.”

“PRI’s too precise,” he remarked. “Weather smears. This quantizes.” He pointed at the scalloped edge. “Someone is playing back our song a half-beat late.”

Harlan chuckled, but he leaned closer despite himself. The spike trace traversed the grid with a precision that did not feel like weather. Weather was unpredictable. This was precise.

The words carried further than intended, causing a few airmen to glance over and become uneasy. Mitchell quickly caught their attention and gestured sharply, urging them to resume their work. However, the seeds had been planted.

Markham descended from the conference level, Deschamps trailing behind. Both men bore the weight of their previous argument—their shoulders stiff, their eyes fixed forward, and an uncomfortable silence stretched between them.

“What is the situation report?” Markham demanded.

Harlan responded promptly, but perhaps too quickly. “Phantom has returned. It is likely a technical malfunction.”

Gallagher interjected. “Sir, it is repeating. The same sector, the same signature. This is not random static.”

Deschamps raised an eyebrow. “Same sector for three consecutive days? That is not a technical malfunction, David. That is a pattern.”

Markham’s gaze immediately turned to Gallagher. “Classification?”

Gallagher hesitated, “Telemetry inconsistent. It could be a high-altitude drone, a spoof, or—“

“It could be nothing,” Harlan interjected, his voice rising.

Markham abruptly cut them both off. “I do not engage in possibilities. I deal with facts. Either it exists or it does not.”

Gallagher stared back at him, “With respect, sir, pretending it does not exist will not make it disappear.”

The room fell silent. Although it was not mutiny yet, the defiance in Gallagher’s tone drew attention.

Deschamps broke the silence. “Ottawa will require a note regardless. Half-pings have a tendency to escalate into full alarms when left unattended.”

Markham clenched his jaw. “We do not alarm capitals over unsubstantiated claims.”

“Better alarmed than late,” Deschamps said calmly.

Mitchell was aware of the two playbooks by heart. Trenton’s approach: a series of courtesy calls on repeated polar anomalies. Washington’s: wait for confirmation. Two doctrines, one bunker, and a rumor mill eager to choose the most prominent one.

The two generals locked eyes. Mitchell felt the tension in the room intensify. She stepped forward, her voice firm. “Suggest logging it as an anomaly, sir. Both governments can determine the significance to assign.”

Markham’s glare shifted to her. For a moment, she feared he would react violently. Instead, he nodded once, curtly. “Fine. Anomaly, logged. However, until I receive definitive telemetry, it remains noise. Proceed.”

He departed, his cape billowing behind him.

Gallagher whispered just loud enough for Mitchell to hear, “Noise is what you perceive before the signal.”

Within an hour of the incident, civilians were already discussing it.

A young woman in a gray cardigan, one of the dependents stationed near the contractor wing, inquired, “If there’s an issue, they’ll inform us, correct?”

Kowalski’s smile was too rapid. “They’ll provide us with the necessary information.”

She pressed her lips together, fingers white around a paper cup. “My husband works nights. He texted me to stay inside last week for a drill, and no one provided an explanation.”

The cook slid a tray across the steel, feigning nonchalance. At the adjacent table, two Canadians engaged in a heated debate about hockey, attempting to normalize the situation. The normality was tinny, akin to music reverberating through a wall.

The cook continued ladling stew, his gaze fixed on the line, but his hand paused at every mention of Arctic, as if a man flinched at thunder. Individuals residing here had become accustomed to perceiving certain words as weather alerts.

Kowalski leaned across the table, his voice low but carrying. “They have detected something once more. Arctic sector. They report that it blinked in and out.”

A young dependent frowned. “What does that signify?”

“It indicates that they are conducting tests on us,” Kowalski stated, his eyes gleaming. “Observing our reactions. Alternatively, Washington may be seeking to induce anxiety.”

“Washington?” a contractor inquired. “Why would they fabricate their own radar?”

Kowalski shrugged. “The true nature of their games remains unknown. The point is, the officers were shouting. I heard it. Something is amiss.”

The rumor spread rapidly, akin to fire in dry grass. By the time Mitchell sat with her tray, she heard fragments drifting from every corner: “Phantom in the Arctic,” “Moscow lighting matches,” “Brass concealing it.”

She stabbed her mashed potatoes with her fork, her appetite diminished.

Back on the floor, Gallagher pulled her aside. “Ma’am, I disregard Harlan’s opinions. This is not random. If it is Russian spoofing, we must escalate our alert level.”

Mitchell studied him. His face was etched with worry, his eyes shadowed by sleepless nights staring at a screen. However, there was another aspect as well: conviction.

“Are you certain?” she inquired softly.

“As certain as I can be without resorting to a jet to capture an image.”

She exhaled slowly, “Then we wait and observe. More diligently.”

Gallagher nodded, although the tension in his shoulders remained palpable.

From an unused speaker in the comms bay, a squelch erupted—a single, dry hiccup of carrier without any accompanying voice. Heads did not turn, but Mitchell’s scalp tingled nonetheless. Empty air should not produce such a warning.

As the shift concluded, Harlan remained near the communications console, tapping his fingers on the desk. He abruptly looked up at her.

“Sarah,” he whispered, lowering his voice. “Do not escalate this matter to the upper levels. Not yet. If we raise alarms over a technical malfunction, Markham will severely reprimand both of us.”

“Changes in DEFCON posture leave distinctive imprints,” he added. “If we smudge the glass and it is inconsequential, no one will remember.” He did not need to complete the thought: and if it is significant, we will be the last to be excused.

Mitchell crossed her arms. “What if it is not a technical malfunction?”

Harlan hesitated. For a moment, the mask of composure faltered. “Then we will regret not having had more time before anyone became aware.”

She examined his face. The communications officer who prided herself on precision and accuracy was apprehensive—not of the Russian forces, but of the repercussions of being incorrect in front of his general.

“I will record this,” she finally stated. “No more, no less.”

Harlan nodded, relief evident on his face before he returned to his screens.

The phantom reappeared after nightfall.

Gallagher had returned to his shift, his eyes reddened, his jaw marked by stubble. He hunched over his console as the sweep traced its path. For three minutes, nothing transpired. Then the blip emerged, flickered, vanished, and reappeared.

“Damnit!” he hissed.

Mitchell crossed the floor. “Again?”

He nodded, gesturing for her to approach. “The bearing and height band remain consistent. There is no noise, nor cosmic radiation. This entity desires to be observed.”

Harlan arrived a few seconds later, drawn by the tone in Gallagher’s voice. He examined the data, his lips pressed tightly. “The telemetry is still imprecise. There is no IFF response. It could be solar scatter.”

Gallagher slammed his palm against the console. “Solar scatter does not repeat in the same square inch of the sky for three consecutive days.”

“Lower your voice,” Mitchell cautioned. It was too late—the exchange had already garnered glances.

Across the room, two Canadian operators feigned a hockey argument while their eyes fixed on the same square inch of map. The argument was a ruse; the fear was genuine.

Within moments, Markham was on the unidentified contact, Deschamps shadowing him. The general’s eyes narrowed at the flashing blip.

“Explain,” Markham demanded.

Gallagher straightened. “Sir, unidentified contact. Recurring anomaly. My assessment: deliberate spoof or high-altitude probe.”

Harlan shook his head. “Inconclusive. Weak return. Could be nothing.”

“Which is it?” Markham demanded.

Harlan’s jaw worked, but he remained silent.

Deschamps leaned in, studying the screen. “That’s the third day. Same place. Same flicker.”

Markham snapped, “And no confirmed track. No solid telemetry. We don’t scramble jets for shadows.”

Gallagher muttered, “Shadows are cast by something.”

The words hung heavy in the air. Mitchell saw the corners of mouths tighten around the room. The enlisted were listening, even if they pretended not to.

Markham straightened. “Logged as anomaly. That’s all. Dismissed.” He spun on his heel and stalked off.

Deschamps lingered. He met Gallagher’s eyes and gave the faintest nod—not agreement, exactly, but recognition. Then he followed.

During the next hour, the rumor had mutated. In the mess, Kowalski whispered to a cluster of contractors: “They saw a drone. Russian. Testing us.”

A civilian
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