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Tom Dexter’s body lay bleeding and forsaken in the frigid night, yet his body temperature rose over 103 degrees Fahrenheit.

Despite his heart barely beating, his pulse imperceptible, he emitted low groans of agony as his brain impulses still registered the discomfort of sharp pains in his joints. He vomited, then regressed deeper into unconsciousness.

Hour 8: His fever increased to 106 degrees. His muscles twitched and convulsed involuntarily.

Hour 11: Paralysis of the extremities gave way to a dramatically reduced heart rate.

Hour 16: Tom became comatose.

Hour 22: Heart ceased beating. No brain activity.

Hour 23: Resurrection.
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The sanguine darkness that had saturated the snow beneath Tom Dexter like a spreading shadow had long since stopped growing. The blood had frozen into a rust-colored crust, locking him to the earth like something discarded.

When Tom came to, the world was dark blue and brittle with cold. He didn’t know how long he had been out. Minutes. Hours. The sky above him was starless. His first breath burned. His second rattled. Everything hurt, but not in the way he expected. Not localized.

He forced himself onto an elbow. Kenny. I was with Kenny, he remembered. The memory came in fractured slides. The tree line. The argument. The sudden figure stepping from behind the pines. A muzzle flash.

Kenny didn’t shoot me.

Tom looked down at his chest. The entry wound had torn through his coat and shirt. He pressed tentative fingers to it, bracing for agony that never came. The skin was ragged. The hole was clean. The fabric stiff with blood. But the pain wasn’t centered there. It was everywhere else. Deep in his joints, in his spine, in his jaw. A systemic ache, like he’d been crushed and reassembled. He tried to stand and felt a rush of dizziness that made the darkness feel thicker.

He staggered in the direction of the Matthews’s farm, steadying himself against trees. He had no sense of time passing. No sense that the night air felt different than before. No awareness that the blood crusted on his jacket was no longer wet but fully frozen and stiff.

It wasn’t the same night. It was twenty-four hours later.

As he neared the bunker area, he saw movement under what little moonlight there was. Kenny’s pickup sat angled near the side of the barn, tailgate down. He was hauling long, dark shapes from a stack near the entrance and sliding them into the bed. Crates. Cases. Something wrapped in oilcloth.

Tom stepped closer. Kenny heard footsteps in the snow behind him and turned suddenly, a tire iron raised high.

“Jesus!” Kenny cried, the iron freezing inches from Tom’s skull. “Damn, Tom!” Kenny dropped it and grabbed him instead, pulling him into a crushing embrace. “I thought you were dead.”

“You hoped,” Tom muttered when Kenny released him.

Kenny quickly turned back to the truck and his task at hand, shoving a weapons case into place. “Give me a hand. I don’t want to waste any more time than I already have.”

“Doing what?”

“Going after them.”

Tom’s mind lagged behind the words. “Who?”

Kenny stopped moving.

“They’re gone. Gone, Tom.” His voice cracked, not with tears, but with fury held tight. “That government spook that shot you? He took ‘em. Sherry. Eva. Holly. Mark. Every one of ’em.”

Tom blinked. “Took them... when?”

“When I got back here last night.”

Tom stared at him. “Last night?”

Kenny didn’t catch the implication. He was already adjusting straps in the truck bed. “Yeah, after you got shot, I high-tailed it back here.”

Tom felt the ground tilt slightly. “You left me.”

“You were dead, Tom!” Kenny snapped, finally turning on him. “You weren’t breathin’. No pulse I could find. That asshole said he thought you were one of them — one of the infected — and shot you to save me. Then he took off the way he came.” Tom absorbed that. No pulse.

He pointed vaguely toward the tree line. “Jeep tracks. Military tread. They didn’t bother hiding ’em.” Kenny leaned against the truck bed, exhaustion showing through the rage now. “I tracked them six miles north into the forest. They led to the Educational Ecology Center. Hiding in plain sight if you ask me. Smart. Looked abandoned from a distance. Windows blacked out. Naturally, the doors were all reinforced, so no way to force my way in. I watched from the truck until just after noon.”

“Any activity?”

“None.” He shook his head. “But they've got to be there. Tire tracks only go between there and my place. No other tracks leading anywhere else. Jeeps still parked outside.”

Kenny scrubbed a hand down his face. “Didn’t see cameras or motion sensors, but I know they’ve damn sure got ‘em. Just hidden. Whoever they are, they’ve been there awhile.”

Tom’s voice lowered. “And you’re just now loading up?”

Kenny exhaled sharply. “I hadn’t eaten. Hadn’t slept.  Nearly froze to death, staking out the place overnight.” His jaw flexed. “I came back here, caught two hours of sleep, and now I’m loading up enough firepower to knock on their front door.”

Tom was apoplectic. “You left me laying in the woods for a full day?”

“Like I said; you were dead!” Kenny met his eyes. Help me grab some more stuff,” Kenny said finally, softer but still coiled. “We’re wasting time.”

Inside, the bunker hadn’t been ransacked, just disturbed.

“We could’ve held this place,” Kenny muttered as he pulled open a locked cabinet from his supply room and began stacking ammo magazines into a duffel. “I had the firepower. The tech. They wouldn’t have gotten inside if I’d been here.”

Tom scanned the room. No scorch marks. No shell casings. His gaze dropped to the concrete floor. There, near the main living area, lay a small aluminum canister on its side. Spent. He crouched and picked it up. The size and shape were similar to tear gas canisters police used. The design was sleek — too sleek for standard riot gear and had precision venting ports and a digital stamp at the base.

Kenny glanced over. “Yeah. Found that. Some type of gas. Must have tossed it down the hatch. No fight. Just dropped ’em.”

Tom rotated the cylinder and read the fine print: Fentanyl. Ketamine. A calculated combination. Powerful opioid for rapid sedation. Controlled dosage, aerosolized. Not something you deploy unless you want the subjects alive.

“They weren’t here to kill,” he said as he tossed the canister lightly across the floor. It rolled until it bumped against a stack of emergency food pails and stopped with its logo facing upward. The stylized red and black bird insignia of Alpire Industries. The same logo stamped across the four-gallon food pails.

His breath hitched, and his mind clicked, sharp and clean. He had learned to distrust his memories lately. They arrived scrambled, out of order. But this one surfaced whole. He connected that logo to something else he’d seen before, but not on any label. He was certain of it. A name badge. The filing system in Tom’s brain served it up with chronological accuracy. It was a year ago, he recalled, and abruptly turned to leave.

“Where you goin’?” Kenny demanded as he zipped the duffel shut. “We’ve got shit to do.”

“There’s something I need to get,” Tom said, already heading for the hatch. “Something that might help us.”

Kenny stared at him, unsure. Tom paused halfway up the ladder and looked back, eyes clearer now than they had been since he woke in the snow. “I’ll be back before you finish loading the truck.” And this time, he knew exactly where he was going.
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The room had no character, which was perhaps the most unsettling thing about it. It was rectangular and windowless, poured concrete on three sides and what looked like prefabricated composite paneling on the fourth. The walls were painted a neutral off-white that had a dull luster under sterile overhead lighting. No artwork. No clocks. And the faint, deliberate hum behind the vent grates suggested the room was part of something much larger.

A single steel table sat in the center, flanked by molded polymer chairs that were too light to be comfortable. The air carried the faint antiseptic scent of alcohol wipes and recycled ventilation.

Holly Dexter sat upright, her head thick and cotton-packed. The last thing she remembered was the metallic clink of something striking the ladder coming down the bunker hatch... then the hiss.

Mark was already awake, holding Eva, though his eyelids sagged under whatever had knocked them out. Sherry stirred last, waking to Eva’s soft whimpering, and drew a shaky breath as consciousness crept back.

“Where are we?” Sherry asked, blinking hard as she tried to focus.

Mark gave the ceiling a once-over. “Not sure.” He adjusted Eva on his knee, brushing his thumb gently across her cheek as if reassuring himself and her that they were okay. “Reminds me of an interrogation room.”

Holly’s mind sharpened suddenly. Her dad wasn’t there. This was the one time she was thankful that he chose to stay away. He always said it was for their protection. But in this instance, it protected him from capture.

Sherry’s head snapped up, taking in the room fully, not seeing her husband. “Kenny?” Her voice edged toward panic.

A muted click came from the reinforced metal door with no visible handle on their side. It opened smoothly, and a woman stepped inside. She wore charcoal slacks and a tailored blazer, her dark hair pulled into a low, precise knot. Her posture was elegantly straight. She bore the features of her Japanese heritage, and the calm symmetry of someone accustomed to structure.

“Good,” she said gently. “You’re awake.” Her voice was steady, professional, with the faintest trace of formality beneath its warmth.

“My name is Allison Sato.” She offered nothing more — no courtesy prefix, no professional title. She stepped fully into the room, and the door closed behind her in silence. “You’re safe,” she continued. “I know you have questions. I’ll answer what I can.”

“Where is my husband?” Sherry demanded, her composure cracking. “He only stepped out to check the rabbit traps.”

Sato didn’t hesitate. “Our scouts are always patrolling, looking for survivors. We don’t leave people isolated if we can help it. When our team discovered your location,” she explained evenly, “you were the only people present at the time of extraction.”

Holly swallowed. “Extraction?”

Sherry’s breathing quickened. “So, you just... took us?”

“We secured you,” Sato said, meeting her eyes.

“And my husband?” Sherry pressed.

Sato tapped the tablet once. “I will speak with the retrieval team,” she said with quiet certainty. “We don’t separate families intentionally,” she added. “If he’s out there, we’ll bring him in.” Holly searched her face for deception, not certain what she was even looking for.

“I’m sure you’re all still a bit groggy from the sedative.” Sato clarified calmly. “It was strictly for your protection and safety on the journey.”

“Journey?” Mark blurted.

Holly backed him up. “Yeah. Where exactly did you bring us?”

“Please understand,” Sato continued, “you're where humanity can begin again.”

Holly’s brow furrowed. “Wait. I know that. It’s the slogan from those fliers on the bus... about a place survivors can go... somewhere out west.”

A flicker of approval crossed Sato’s eyes. “Yes. Exactly. You are in Colorado at the Cheyenne Mountain Complex. Now, a ‘Survivor’s Sanctuary: where humanity can begin again.’” She said it like a line she had delivered many times, but not mechanically. With conviction.

Mark leaned forward slightly and handed Eva to Sherry, who eagerly accepted her. “So... this facility is still run by the government?”

“We are in the complex that was formerly NORAD,” Sato replied. “While the government isn’t the same as it was — as I’m sure you can imagine — there is still a small military contingent here, monitoring essentials like satellites. Engineers. Medical personnel. Agricultural specialists. Civilians with skill sets we can’t afford to lose.”

Sato’s lips curved faintly. “We are the good guys.” Her gaze drifted to Eva, who blinked up at her with drowsy confusion. “You asked about this facility,” Sato continued. “But before tours and explanations, we need to make sure you’re all healthy. Malnutrition, infections, exposure. We screen for everything.” Her tone softened just enough to be disarming.

“We’ve built something stable here. We’re not just surviving — we’re rebuilding.” She stepped closer, lowering herself slightly so she was nearer Sherry’s seated level. “Let’s have the doctor look at you first, little one,” she said gently, extending her hands toward Eva.

Sherry’s reaction was too slow for Sato’s movement, and Eva was lifted smoothly from her lap.

“No. She’s my daughter. I’ll go with her.” Sherry’s voice trembled as she straightened. Polite yet unyielding.

Sato paused, a faint inflection in her voice. “Your daughter.” She gave a small nod. “I see.”

“Well,” she continued seamlessly, “I assure you she’ll be in excellent hands. But if you’d like, you’re more than welcome to observe from the neighboring exam rooms. Our physicians can examine you at the same time.” She shifted Eva comfortably against her shoulder, the child already calming.

“We lose too many people out there to preventable complications,” Sato added. “Infections from untreated wounds. Internal bleeding. Exposure. We don’t take chances here.”

Mark exchanged a glance with Holly. “Food?” he asked cautiously.

Sato nodded. “A proper meal is being prepared. Protein. Fresh vegetables. Not canned rations.” She held Mark’s gaze without blinking. “We believe that if we don’t gather what remains of humanity, it will vanish in scattered pockets,” she said. “We’re offering structure. Protection. A future.” Then, almost as an afterthought, but not dismissively, she tapped the tablet again and looked directly at Sherry. “I’ll personally follow up on the search for your husband. If he’s within twenty miles, we’ll locate him.”

The door behind her opened, and two medical staff members entered wearing clean uniforms and calm faces, as sterile as their surroundings.

“Please,” Sato gestured. “You’ll be able to get cleaned up, rested, and fed. Then I’ll personally show you what we’ve built here.”

Sherry followed closely behind Sato as she carried Eva toward the hall. Holly and Mark followed, drawn forward by exhaustion and the promise of safety — and food. The hallway beyond was brighter. Wider. Almost welcoming. Behind them, the holding room door shut without a sound.
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Tom connected the dots back to the Anna Page Forest Preserve, to another cold winter day one year ago. A woman running through the woods and the split-second decision they both made. Hers to toss the baby she was carrying at the monster before her to save her own skin; his to stab her to death for a myriad of jumbled, hallucinatory reasons.

That poor woman, Tom thought. I didn’t have to kill her. She was as innocent as the baby she was carrying.

It was that woman. That woman was connected to the logo he saw in the bunker. Tom recalled some of her personal effects as he placed her into the shallow grave. Among those items was an ID badge from Alpire Industries. He was certain.

“She wasn’t running from zombies,” Tom realized aloud. In fact, he didn’t even recall seeing any zombies chasing her that day. “She was escaping something — some place!”

He understood that so much more clearly now that his thoughts seemed to be strangely more coherent than they had been over the past year.

Despite the darkness, Tom ventured off into the Anna Page Forest Preserve to try to find the spot he’d buried the woman. Time was of the essence.

Navigating both his memory and the terrain at night made it difficult to locate the shallow grave. The snow on the ground also altered the landscape, causing Tom to mistake several locations for the site until he literally stumbled upon it. Or rather, passed it. He almost missed it completely.

He was standing at the same thick tree he had been standing near when he saw her coming through the forest last year.

Ten yards ahead was where he dropped her from a single knife throw to the back. Three yards to the left of that were the two thick logs he’d laid across the top of the grave to conceal the spot. He was thankful he didn't have to dig deep before the corpse was exposed.

Tossed into the grave were a hair clip and a pen. No badge. “No, that’s not right,” Tom thought aloud. “I know I saw it. It has to be here.” Tom grunted, still rummaging.

Finally, there it was. Wedged beneath the body’s arm and torso was an Alpire Industries ID badge, its lanyard still around the woman's neck.

“Kiara Chaudhary. That was your name.” Tom regarded the woman remorsefully as he looked from the badge’s photo to the rotted corpse. He flipped the badge over to the reverse side to see what he’d hoped would be there. An embedded RFID chip.
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Following the jeep tracks, Kenny’s truck trudged through the terrain of the Anna Page Forest, loaded with the extra weight in his truck bed. They stopped at the edge of a hiking trail as they came to the wooden sign that read: Educational Ecology Center. Behind it, a low, rectangular building sat nestled between trees, partially recessed into a hill. But the architecture was wrong for a nature preserve. For starters, it had no windows. It featured reinforced entry points and cell towers disguised as pines rising beyond it.

It must have once been an environmental research facility — state-funded, obscure, forgettable. The kind of place no one would question when funding shifted, ownership transferred, and private contractors eventually took over in light of recent events, “in the interest of national biosecurity.” A remote, quiet forest. Underground limestone bedrock perfect for excavation. Far enough from Chicago to avoid scrutiny. Close enough to infrastructure for logistics.

Tom approached a steel door with a low-tech, rusted keypad hung crooked beside it. No card scanner.

“Figures,” Kenny said in almost a whisper. “My turn.” He retrieved a duffel from his truck, dropped it by the door, and unzipped it. Inside was a random display of gadgets and equipment.”

“Is that C4 in there?” Tom asked.

“Too noisy if we want the element of surprise,” Kenny said while rummaging among the items. “Ah, this’ll do it.” A small can of spray foam. The familiar Alpire logo caught Tom’s eye. “Alpire makes all the best shit,” Kenny touted. “A tiny bit of this on that keypad and ‘poof’ we’re in. Stand back.” He instructed.

The foam sizzled and smoked, then fizzled out with a small crackling sound. The keypad was still intact — door still locked. “I obviously didn't use enough. Let me just...” Before he could apply any more foam, the keypad housing swung loose. It was obviously a false cover. Behind it was the clean metal of a modern proximity scanner.

Tom stared at Kenny. “Maybe that’s not the right Alpire tool.” He slowly pulled Kiara’s Alpire badge from his pocket.

“That’s what you ran off to get?” Kenny asked in disbelief. “Whoa! Just because whoever took them used an Alpire brand gas canister, you think Alpire took them? Hey, half the shit in the back of my truck is Alpire gear and tech. Does that make me an accomplice?”

Tom said nothing and maintained his stare into Kenny’s eyes.

“I know your thinking’s been off, Tom, but this is crazy. Alpire Industries?” Kenny was incredulous. “I mean, just because you found a badge doesn’t mean...”

Tom raised Kiara’s badge. The reader blinked green, and the lock disengaged with a soft hydraulic sigh. “Bingo.”
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Inside the repurposed Ecology Center, the air was warmer than outside and humming. A low, constant vibration thrummed through the concrete floor. Not the unstable rhythm of a diesel generator, but something deeper. Steadier. Industrial. Independent power.

The two stepped into a narrow corridor lined with old nature murals — wolves, owls, prairie grasses. The façade hadn’t been entirely stripped away. Just re-purposed. Tom raised two fingers toward Kenny, then pointed to the left. Kenny nodded in acknowledgment.

“Five minutes,” Kenny muttered, “then we meet back here.”

“Make it ten,” Tom replied, then continued alone
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