
  Outbreak Zero Hour - Vol. 1 Origin of Shadows

  Author's Note
    Welcome to the first volume of Outbreak: Zero Hour, a journey into the hollowed-out heart of a city losing its grip on reality. I invite you to step into the silence of Seattle’s empty streets, where the weight of what has been lost presses far harder than the threat of what remains. May you find, amidst the chaos, the strange and lingering echoes of the human spirit.
 
 


 
Prologue
    The rain in Seattle does not merely fall; it performs a slow, methodical erasure of the world. It was Tuesday, or perhaps it was Wednesday—the days had begun to lose their distinct shapes, like melting ice cubes in a glass of cheap bourbon. I sat in the back of the transport, listening to the rhythmic clicking of my team’s rifles, a sound that felt like the ticking of a clock counting down to an appointment I had no desire to keep.
 
    Beside me, Miller was cleaning his spectacles with the hem of his tactical vest. He hummed a soft, jazz melody, something by Stan Getz, a sharp contrast to the metallic scent of ozone and stale blood that clung to the air. We were headed toward the CDC facility, a place that existed in the city’s geography but occupied a very different space in its mythology.
 
    Do you think they’ll have coffee?" Miller asked, not looking up. "I find that the apocalypse is significantly more manageable with a decent cup of black coffee."
 
    I didn’t answer. I looked out the window at the blurred, gray skyline. The streets were deserted, yet they felt crowded with the ghosts of people who had been shopping for groceries or sitting in cafes only hours before. Now, they were merely variables in an equation that had shifted violently. There was a specific quality to the silence—a heavy, suffocating texture, like a thick blanket made of static.
 
    "We are going into the belly of the beast, Jack," the Sergeant said from the front seat, his voice devoid of any pretense of heroism. He sounded like a man ordering a ham sandwich at a deli. "If we die, I want it noted that I never liked the color of the uniforms they issued us."
 
    I touched the encrypted drive tucked into my chest pocket. It was cold against my skin, a hard, unyielding weight. It contained the truth about the virus, or perhaps just another layer of the lie. I thought about a cat I once saw sitting on a wall in Shibuya, watching the crowds with total indifference. The cat understood something fundamental about the universe: that survival is not a moral victory, but a simple, brutal negotiation with time.
 
    The transport screeched to a halt. The engine died with a wet, gasping sound. Outside, the city waited, a vast, complex machine that had suddenly decided to stop working. I checked my magazine, the steel cool and reassuring. The air smelled of rain and something else—something sweet, like rotting peaches.
 
    "Let’s go," I said.
 
    We stepped out into the rain, and for a brief moment, the world felt perfectly still. It was the kind of stillness that precedes a landslide. I adjusted my pack, took a breath of the thin, metallic air, and stepped into the labyrinth.
 
 


 
Chapter 1: Pandemic Rising
    The faint scent of rain lingered in the air, a humid reminder of yesterday's storm, now just a whisper amongst the grey skyline of Seattle. The roads glistened like silver threads as if the city itself were a tapestry woven by unseen hands. Jack Reyes leaned against the back of a nondescript black van, the engine humming softly beneath him like an anxious breath. His hands, calloused yet nimble, traced the seams of his combat gear, each stitch a memory of battles fought and won, but never without the cost.
 
    “Jack,” came a voice, sharp yet laced with unease. It was Mara, his second-in-command, her usually vibrant demeanor dimmed by shadows yet unseen. She approached with her customary grace, a tiger's poise disturbed by the scent of fear. “Have you seen the latest briefing? They’re escalating the quarantine zones.”
 
    “Yeah, I caught wind of that,” Jack replied, flicking his gaze towards the spiraling clouds above. “I wasn’t expecting them to put Seattle on total lockdown.” The city pulsed below, its heartbeat quickening, an unwelcome rhythm to the rolling chaos. Shopfronts displayed hastily handwritten signs—‘CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE’—while citizens dashed about, their faces contorted under masks and the weight of uncertainty.
 
    “Everyone’s on edge,” Mara pressed, hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. “What the hell is happening?”
 
    Jack’s focus intensified. “We’re the black-ops. We don’t question the orders; we execute them.” But his voice lacked the conviction it usually held. The palpable tension pressed against his chest, making it hard to breathe. Despite himself, he felt the stirrings of questions, like small tendrils of smoke creeping through the cracks of his resolve.
 
    Behind them, the van doors swung open, the scent of industrial oil mingling with something more acrid—the scent that could only belong to catastrophe. The rest of his team emerged: Flynn, whose irish charm fought an unyielding battle with dread, stretched his limbs, muscles taut with the promise of impending conflict. “Jack, you sure this place isn’t just a glorified lab? If it stinks of bad science, I say we backtrack.”
 
    “Off the record, I’d agree with you,” Jack replied, eyeing the looming CDC facility obscured by chainlink and barbed wire, “but we’ve crossed the point of no return. Our orders are clear. Prepare for hard contact.”
 
    As the squad gathered for a final briefing, Jack's mind drifted to the city surrounding him, its peculiar strange beauty cloaked in an eerie stillness. Sometimes he thought that if he focused hard enough, he could hear the whispers of ghosts, murmurs of life intertwined with the pulse of the living. It was a city of nights with stories tangled in its veins, a place where dreams and reality collided like two trains on a shared destiny.
 
    “Whatever we encounter inside,” Jack turned to his team, “we adapt, we fight. Protect each other.” Their eyes met, some filled with steely resolve, others daunted by fear. They all shared one common thread—the unspoken understanding that survival was not guaranteed, and the weight of companionship would either be their greatest strength or their fatal flaw.
 
    “What if it’s already too late?” Flynn quipped, managing to inject a thread of levity into the growing tension, but even his voice trembled slightly at the edges. “I bet they’ve turned the whole building into a lab for disgruntled scientists to dance with death.” The lightness didn’t last; it faded, shadowed by the reality awaiting them.
 
    With a final nod, they moved forward, stepping hastily into the mouth of the facility—their steps echoing like ominous footfalls on marble stone. Inside, harsh fluorescent lights flickered with a stuttering, unsteady life of their own, casting unsettling shadows that danced along the sterile walls. The air was thick, tinged with the metallic scent of fear and potential horrors.
 
    Jack forged ahead, instincts honed from years of training leading the way. Room after room unfolded like bad dreams before them, inundated with broken equipment, shattered glass, and remnants of lives interrupted. A thick silence hung like a curtain, muffling their movements—a silence betraying a desperate struggle that had taken place only hours ago.
 
    “Did you hear that?” Mara’s voice was low, a sudden whisper amidst the chaos of their surroundings. Jack paused, straining his ears, and there it was—the faint, almost imperceptible sound of something scurrying in the shadows. The kind of sound that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention.
 
    “Let’s move,” he urged, pushing through a corridor strewn with debris. Their footsteps quickened, a rhythmic whisper against the more pronounced thumping of his heart. This was where the darkness began to thicken, an invisible wash of tension pressing against their resolve.
 
    “Reyes, over here!” Flynn beckoned, his voice resonating with urgency. A door lay ajar at the end of the hall, a grim invitation. Jack motioned for silence, removing the weight of thoughts flooding his mind. He approached stealthily, inching his way towards the threshold. Shadows elongated around him, twisting under the flickering light, creating grotesque shapes reminiscent of the fear that lingered in the back of his mind.
 
    With a slow, deliberate motion, he pushed the door open. The sight inside was something neither he nor his comrades could have prepared for.
 
    Laboratory tables stood littered with evidence of biological experiments gone awry—test tubes cracked and left to join the liquid stains upon the floor, charts peppered with erratic scribbles, a monitor still flickering, displaying pulsing data amidst coded messages that hinted at the apocalypse. In the far corner, a heavy metal door lay ajar, revealing the adjacent containment lab—chilling in its familiarity.
 
    “Damn…” Flynn muttered, the word barely escaping his lips before it evaporated into the sterile air. “They really were conducting those tests… What were they trying to achieve?”
 
    “The cure,” Jack responded, though doubt twisted his insides. The journey towards that goal had presumably led to the malignancy now tearing through the city. The documents around them had become corporeal representations of humanity’s hubris. They welcomed the darkness like moths to a flame, lured by the promise of salvation cloaked in ignorance.
 
    A sudden clatter echoed through the corridor, freezing their movements. A visceral instinct ignited within him, the urge to flee creeping in, but he forced it down. What awaited them behind this door could be a mere specter or hell’s own manifestation. The adrenaline coursed through him, igniting a fire he had thought quenched beneath layers of duty.
 
    At that moment, a scream cut through the walls, reverberating against the very pulse of life. It was raw, anguished, the sound of a person teetering on the edge of despair. Jack’s heart raced; he exchanged glances with Mara, who nodded solemnly, understanding blooming within their shared gaze.
 
    “On three, we breach. Weapons ready,” Jack directed, steel wrapping around his voice. The team nodded, fear morphing into an unyielding resolve. This turmoil was not their choosing, but to be the steel in its face was their burden to bear.
 
    “One, two, three!” Jack roared, thrusting open the door and flooding the room with the harsh white light.
 
    What they encountered was nightmare incarnate. A figure writhed upon the floor, contorted and whispering fragments of broken thoughts, limbs twisted like a marionette caught in a malignant puppeteer’s game. A gash marred his forehead, blood pooling beneath him, bubbling, congealing like ink in water.
 
    “Get back!” Jack barked, raising his weapon, but the creature froze beneath him, eyes wide with an inexplicable recognition unfurling upon Jack’s soul.
 
    “Help me…” the voice—no longer a voice—was lost somewhere between fear and horror. Jagged teeth glistened behind twisted lips. Where humanity should have lingered, a pulsating darkness swirled as if something alive had enveloped the man’s very essence.
 
    A guttural growl tore from the shadows. A horde of infected surged forward, a twisted army of decay unleashed from its confinement. Jack’s world rushed into chaos, bullets answered cries with violent, savage precision. Mara fought by his side, a dance of survival against the hell manifesting around them.
 
    As reality splintered into fragments of gunfire and screams, Jack found peace wrestling within chaos, pushing him to find the core that guided him. He was forged in the fire of hellish tension; he would not bend, he would not break.
 
    “Jack!” Mara’s shout sliced through the commotion, frantic, yet determined. “We need to fall back! This is too much!”
 
    But Jack was already moving, instinct blazing as adrenaline coursed through his veins. He was a guardian amidst a storm. He would protect, or he would perish.
 
    In that maelstrom of desperation, clarity emerged like dawn breaking through a curtain of darkness. They weren't prepared for this, yet something within him surged, whispering promises of what ifs. Could they uncover the truth before engulfed?
 
    And as the tendrils of darkness coiled around him, Jack threw himself into the fray, the shield of his team fortified with purpose. They were all just ghosts wandering this ironic dance between oblivion and salvation, singing to a future shrouded in mystery.
 
    The final bullet echoed in the aftermath, and in the devastating silence, the shadows thickened around them, coiling closer. Each breath battled against the pervasive weight of despair.
 
    But amidst the lingering chaos, the thought took root—that within every shadowy twist of fate, within every ounce of suffering, might lie a scattered sliver of hope.
 
    And it was just the beginning. The soft glow of a screen flickered in the distance, illuminating an encrypted file that awaited a master’s touch. Unbeknownst to them, the truth was a puzzle waiting to be unraveled—a truth that would not only shatter existing realities, but carve new ones yet to unfold.
 
    What will become of the living and the dead? Jack pondered, its echo chasing him through the shadows. He tightened his grip on the weapon, promising himself to uncover the deeper meaning lurking behind those enigma-laden walls. The past was a phantom still at hand; it whispered violently into the present.
 
    With one last look, he surveyed his fallen comrades—heroes lost in a battle that had only just commenced. Their faces crystallized in memory, a ghostly company leading him forth along a twisted path towards a future that shimmered, dark and unpredictable—a tapestry of shadows stretch along a winding road leading to the outbreak that had yet to unfurl and burden the world once more.
 
    And in that moment, Jack reaffirmed his resolve. The answers lay ahead, waiting to be discovered amidst the cacophony of despair—Outbreak: Zero Hour had only just begun.
 
 


 
Chapter 2: The Call to Arms
    Under a sky bruised by the impending storm, the city of Seattle lay in a suffocating silence. The streets were uncharacteristically vacant, as if the soul of the city had made a quiet retreat. Jack Reyes observed it all from the worn leather chair in the operations room of Fort Lewis, the hum of technology surrounding him like a shroud. The air was thick with tension, a palpable anticipation that bore down heavily on everyone who stood in that room.
 
    The fluorescent lights flickered intermittently, casting strange shadows that danced along the walls. Jack glanced at the wall clock; its relentless ticking seemed to mock the stillness outside. It was just after six in the morning. Morning, but a morning that reverberated with the echoes of imminent violence. He ran a hand through his dark, tousled hair, a nervous habit he’d picked up during his years in the field. The readiness report was still open on the table before him, each detail aggravating his misery.
 
    “Jack!” The sound of his name echoed like a gunshot, pulling him from the spiral of his thoughts. It was Sergeant Liam Carson, a tall man built like a grizzly, with a hawkish face that betrayed an underlying anxiousness. Bright blue eyes flickered with concern as he stepped into Jack’s line of sight. “Are you ready? The team’s assembled.”
 
    “Doesn’t feel like it,” Jack muttered, eyes half-lidded. From the corner of his eye, he noticed the shadows move once more. “Just give me a minute.” He turned toward the display covering one wall—a digital map of Seattle with pins and markers strewn across it like confetti after an ill-fated celebration. The city was in turmoil, sections of it cordoned off with military precision, isolating areas infected by the outbreak.
 
    He inhaled deeply, trying to banish the trepidation coiling in his gut. “We’re going in blind, Liam. You know that, right?”
 
    “That’s never stopped us before,” Liam replied with a halfhearted grin. “Besides, it’s what we do best. We’ll figure it out as we go.”
 
    Jack appreciated Liam’s unwavering spirit; the man was a steady anchor when the world felt adrift. But Jack's thoughts lingered on his team—his family. Trust was crucial in their line of work, yet now the uncertainty of the situation pricked at him like thorns. They had never faced an enemy this insidious. 
 
    “Let’s move.” He stood abruptly, steering his thoughts back to the task at hand. “I’ll brief them now. You get the rest of the gear packed.”
 
    Liam nodded and rushed off, his heavy footsteps echoing in the sterile hall. For Jack, bracing his team was daunting. Could he instill in them a sense of purpose, a rallying cry to face the horrors devoid of clarity, devoid of hope?
 
    A few minutes later, he stepped into the dimly lit gymnasium where the team had gathered. The air was tense, thick with the looming specter of dread. Five shadows pooled in the far corner, their faces illuminated by the emergency lights—soldiers who had followed him into every conflict, men who had each battled their own demons.
 
    As Jack surveyed the faces before him, he steeled himself. “Alright, listen up!” he barked, drawing their attention. “The CDC facility in Seattle has gone dark. We’re heading in to find out what happened and to retrieve any relevant data.” He glanced at the pressed and eager faces of Corporal Maya Kwan, Privates Erik Mendez and Riku Tanaka, and the stoic figure of Lieutenant Jenna Clarke. “What we’ll find could either save the world or… well, you understand the implications.”
 
    There was a stirring among them, a collective inhalation of apprehension. Maya, a tech genius with an irreverent wit, raised her hand like a student eager to ask a question. “What can we expect in there, Captain? Have they reported any specifics about the infected?”
 
    “They have.” Jack’s voice softened slightly. “But reports are inconsistent. We've seen video footage—people twisted and warped. It’s not just a contagion; it appears to be a deliberate experiment gone wrong. We will move in under the cover of night, stay low and keep your eyes open.”
 
    “Do you honestly think they were trying to save the world?” Riku, younger than the rest, shifted nervously, his tone almost incredulous. “It sounds more like they wanted to create a weapon.”
 
    “Maybe it was both,” Jack replied, allowing that point to hang in the air. “But whatever it was, it’s our job to find out. If there’s a cure, we need to secure it. If not... well, we can’t let it spread.”
 
    Jenna, ever the pragmatist, leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “And if we encounter infected upon entry?”
 
    “Then we engage cautiously. No heroics. Look out for one another,” Jack commanded. “You all know your roles—stay sharp. This isn’t some routine extraction. We’re entering a containment zone.”
 
    The body language in the room shifted, tightening around the gravity of the mission. Each soldier nodded in understanding, and Jack felt their determination reverberate back to him—an electric current pulsing through the air, surging as they united with a singular focus. The moment of essential unity reminded him of the times when he stood alongside his comrades in the heat of battle. They were a family forged in fire.
 
    With the briefing concluded, the team dispersed to collect their gear. Jack lingered, allowing a sliver of doubt to creep in. Would he lead them safely through, or would they become yet another statistic? The numbers haunty, flitting like moths in his mind—too many lost, too few standing.
 
    He stepped back toward the operations room where Liam was organizing their supplies. “You okay?” Liam asked, concern etching lines on his forehead.
 
    “Do you think we can trust what we’ll find?” Jack murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. “There’s a fine line between treating the infected and using them for something else entirely.”
 
    Liam paused, his hands hovering over a collection of weapons. “Trust is a strong word, Jack. Sometimes, you just have to trust your gut.” He chose a sidearm and attached it to his harness, steel in his movements.
 
    Jack nodded as he fell silent, mulling over the inevitable unknowns ahead. They were soldiers, accustomed to navigating unseen threats, but this was different—the enemy was evolving, morphing into something they couldn’t anticipate. Jack’s heart thudded with an unmistakable sense of urgency. 
 
    “Let’s finish this.” Jack gripped the rails of his doubt and bore into the crisis ahead. “We move out in one hour. Stay alert.”
 
    The team readied themselves in silence, an unspoken agreement swirling amongst them—each brave heart throttled by doubt. They may have been stepping into the jaws of madness, but who better to face the existential threat than those who had weathered hell together? 
 
    The clock in the operations room ticked toward zero, marking the countdown to a reckoning coating Jack’s mind in layers of fog and flashing memories—blurred moments of laughter, grief, and horror — glimpses that felt both recent and eternal.
 
    He had led them into countless missions before, but as he looked at their resolute faces, he felt a fracture beneath his suppose of certainty. Would they exit together, or would one of them meet the shadows for good? There was no way to know.
 
    As they prepared to embark on what could be their most critical mission yet, Jack knew that whatever awaited them in Seattle would etch itself indelibly into the fabric of their lives. A turning point, a call to arms, a plunge into chaos—every second drew closer, every heartbeat whispered through the silence.
 
    And, unbeknownst to him, the echoes of what they would discover would not only alter their lives but resonate across oceans, spilling into the streets of Tokyo where the threads of fate were already beginning to unravel.
 
    Minutes slipped away like grains of sand, cascading away from them. As Jack glanced at his assembled team once more—the faces of hope tempered by the steel of survival—he clenched his jaw, finding clarity in the chaos.
 
    With a final deep breath, he stepped forward into the unknown.
 
 


 
Chapter 3: Into the Fire
    The Seattle skyline hovered before them like a shattered dream. Captain Jack Reyes sat in the
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