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            PROLOGUE

          

          THE LAST PROTOCOL

        

      

    

    
      The air in the bunker was frigid, sharp with the sour residue of men who had breathed each other’s fear for too long.

      Beyond the reinforced concrete shell, the world was coming apart.

      Inside, routine had hardened into ritual. This cathedral of switches and cooling fans was where the end would arrive: as a liturgy.

      Lieutenant Samuel Riker’s hands hovered above the console. He studied the grime under his nails, scrubbed raw earlier. The stain remained.

      Emergency lights dragged shadows across the room.

      Opposite him, Major Elias Thorne wiped sweat from his temple.

      Years of drills had worn his face smooth, his expression unreadable. His eyes stayed on the small photograph taped to his computer screen: a golden retriever, tongue lolling, frozen in sunlight. Restless fingers had frayed its edges.

      At the centre of the room, a monitor glowed:

      
        
        EXECUTE_

      

      

      Riker fixated on the steady blinking cursor. He saw it as impatient, insisting on an answer. The right answer.

      Outside, the world was burning.

      “Confirmation received, Major.” Riker forced his voice level. His lungs ached. In his left ear, tinnitus screamed.

      Thorne nodded.

      His gaze lingered on the dog. He blinked. His attention shifted to the thick plexiglass cover of the sequence panel, clouded with fingerprints from a thousand rehearsals.

      Riker read his half of the twelve-digit code. His fingers moved with mechanical precision.

      Thorne followed.

      The system accepted their input with a soft electronic chime.

      Riker drew the heavy chrome key from his breast pocket, its braided steel tether cold against his skin.

      Redundancy no longer mattered. The world it had protected was gone.

      He slid the key into the right-hand slot.

      Thorne mirrored him on the left.

      Riker met Thorne’s eyes. The Major didn’t look away. Something lurked there. Emptiness.

      “On my mark,” Thorne said. “Three.”

      Riker’s breath snagged.

      “Two.”

      His fingers tightened once, then released.

      “One.” He bit the inside of his lip.

      “Mark.”

      They turned the keys. The clicks landed in perfect unison.

      An electric crack split the air.

      The console flared from red to searing yellow.

      Beneath their boots, the concrete floor trembled, a deep groan of stone flexing and metal tearing far below.

      Thorne sagged into his chair.

      “It is done.” His voice fractured. Jaw locked. Hands white on the armrests, a tremor working through his left hand.

      Riker stayed upright as air dragged into his chest, thick and raw.

      The grime under his nails was from the morning’s maintenance check.

      The checklist remained. The world did not.

      His fingers brushed his breast pocket, tracing the outline of a photograph: his wife, his daughter. He did not remove it.

      The indicators scrolled:

      
        
        LIFT-OFF SEQUENCE: INITIATED_

      

      

      Riker did not see the lights.

      
        
        His daughter’s hand slipped from his, too small to hold. His wife stood in the doorway, smiling at them both.

      

      

      A single tear escaped.

      It traced a clean line through the dust on his cheek and struck the console.

      The droplet rebounded in the strobe light, blooming into a liquid crown, mushroom-shaped, before collapsing back into darkness.

      In the silo’s core, the missile’s solid-fuel thrusters ignited.

      The vibration surged into a deafening roar, drowning the high-pitched ringing in Riker’s ear.

      Warning lights slashed through the room in jagged bands of red and yellow as the missile tore free of its casing and clawed into the sky.

      The ringing in his ear surged back, shrieking, as the roar of the engines vanished.

      The rumble didn’t fade. It sank into the earth, through bedrock and foundation, settling into the city’s bones like a fever without release.
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      The emergency strobes flickered and died.

      The photographs began to curl in the damp, feeding the first creeping tendrils of mould.

      The chrome keys remained, turned hard to the right and fused into the slots.

      Dust blanketed everything, denying the rust its colour.

      Outside, the fire died, the sky hardened, and the heavy, slow clock of the decades began to tick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          THINGS THAT SHOULD STAY BURIED

        

      

    

    
      Pius XII Park was  forest now.

      Early autumn carried a chemical edge, a sting deep in the nose, sharper than pine resin. Like the bite of an old battery.

      Una crouched beside a fallen spruce, fingers clenched around the shaft of her handmade spear, listening.

      She reached into her pack, pulled out a strip of pH paper, and let a bead of dew fall onto it. The paper bloomed orange.

      Neither lethal nor clean. It meant the lungs would itch by noon, but the skin wouldn’t peel.

      She scrubbed the strip against her thigh, leather creaking, and tucked it into her wrist guard.

      The rains had been wrong for weeks.

      
        
        The plain doesn’t make weather. It reacts to it.

      

      

      Her father had said that with a half-smile, like it was a joke. Like the land noticed who was paying attention.

      Joel had taken the long loop along the old service paths before dawn, the way he always did when something felt off. He liked redundancies.

      He should have been back by now.

      The park festered above the Cave. Her parents had charted it once, before the Light, before it became their home.

      Rot outpaced bark. Sap soured before it set, and tissue blackened as it formed. Spruces forced out resin in thick, golden beads. At their roots, mushrooms pulsed, blue as clustered bruises.

      The fissure ran across the path ahead, narrow but deep.

      She stepped over it without thinking.

      Her father never had.

      Near the fissure, he would stop, press two fingers to his temple, and wait for the feeling to pass. He never explained what feeling.

      He adjusted his route when she was with him, watching her afterward, the way he watched unstable ground.

      Una stood and scanned the tree line. She hadn’t come to hunt. She was measuring how far the rot had spread today.

      She could have gone down. The Cave would have sealed behind her, stone closing out sound, weather, and the rest of the world.

      She stayed topside instead.

      Joel might be coming back.

      “Don’t trust first impressions,” he had said once, tightening the strap on his pack. “The ground lies when it thinks you are in a hurry.”

      The quiet felt wrong.

      The pines hummed. Needles hissed. Squirrels darted. Somewhere, the old sports installations groaned.

      The wind stopped.

      
        
        When the animals shut up, you shut up too.

      

      

      The forest erupted.

      To her right, a shape tore through the brush, grey, cable-thick, moving with efficiency. Its skull sat too large for its neck, the cranium swollen and dense. Its skin was the colour and texture of old concrete, layered, cracked at the joints. Air rattled through its throat with a soft click.

      Una twisted aside as the shape lunged past her.

      Ahead on the trail, another shape bounded in tight, circling arcs.

      She backed up, spear forward, steps measured. Her hands stayed steady. Her grip tightened, the way Joel had corrected it years ago, thumb high, wrist locked.

      Her jaw clenched until her teeth rang. Sound collapsed inward. Her breath caught, half a heartbeat from not returning.

      The mutants hesitated. The pause felt animal.

      She shifted her weight, lowering the spear point, the way Joel had taught her when wolves circled too close.

      Their heads tilted, tracking something she couldn’t sense. They didn’t lock onto her the way animals did. Their attention slid, searching. Whatever directed them came from elsewhere.

      They moved anyway.

      Her spearhead glanced off a rib, bit deep.

      The creature shrieked.

      She tore it free and lunged, a fraction too late.

      The other crouched, eyes a flat, pale green.

      Its movements aligned with the first, steps mirrored, heads turning in the same instant.

      The second hit her hard, driving her into cracked pavement.

      Pain flared white through her shoulder. She rolled, scrambling for her weapon.

      Claws missed her face by centimetres, scraping skin, tearing cloth.

      Her skull buzzed. Her ears filled. Vision tunneled. Breath stalled halfway in, her chest seizing like a hand had closed on her ribs and refused to open.

      A third figure stepped from the trees.

      A Glower.

      It was unlike the others. Posed. Focused. Moving without hurry. Its skin was sallow and translucent, veins lit beneath like embers under ash.

      As it advanced, its gaze skimmed the space around her rather than her body, measuring a void by its edges.

      The grey mutants stilled as the Glower neared. Their heads dipped. They moved aside, opening a corridor where none had existed.

      The Glower hesitated. Its rhythm stuttered, as if it had struck an absence.

      The Pressure intensified. Pain arrived in pulses, correcting her posture against her will. It clamped around her skull.
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      She drove the spear into the pavement and tried to lever herself upright, teeth bared. The motion died halfway.

      Her arms shook. The ground slanted. The wood skidded loose, the jolt ripping through her shoulder. She winced.

      The Glower tilted its head. Its veins brightened. It leaned in, nostrils flaring. Stumped, as if she were a scent that should not exist.

      Her muscles failed while her intent stayed firm. She sagged, breath knocked free.

      The Field disengaged the moment her body slackened. Her knees folded.

      Hands caught her. Rough. Efficient. Fingers found joints, pressure points, leverage.

      She kicked once, heel striking nothing.

      She was hauled upright, feet dragging, her shoulder screaming.

      Rain. Grey dawn through torn canopy. Boots scraping on wet concrete.

      She was set down hard.

      The Pressure was gone. Sound bled back in.

      A body sprawled ahead on the path.

      For an instant, she didn’t recognize it. Then the slope of the shoulders became him.

      Her eyes stung. She blinked it away.

      Joel lay on his side, one arm bent beneath him at the wrong angle.

      The ground around him was packed flat and torn, as if he had been dragged, dropped, and dragged again.

      He had changed routes.

      She told herself it wasn’t him.

      The smell of wet wool clung to her throat. It was inside her.

      She heard his breath the way it used to sound on cold mornings. Steady. Strong.

      Una crawled the last step.

      His jacket was shredded on the shoulder. The strap of his pack was wrapped tight around his fist, knuckles white.

      His other hand lay open, palm raw and scraped, fingers bent as if they had tried to grip and been peeled away.

      That hand wasn’t injured in the fall. It was outstretched, fingertips brushing the maple bark where she would have stepped.

      Her eyes followed the scuffed earth. The torn fabric. The angle of his body across the path, half-turned, blocking the line she would have taken.

      Rain dotted his lashes. His eyes were open. Unfocused.

      
        
        Joel’s hand correcting her lock on the spear. His palms over hers from behind, adjusting without words.

        Thumb high. Wrist locked.

        He had shown her the same thing a dozen times and never once said why it mattered until the day it did.

      

      

      Then gone.

      Una pressed her forehead to his shoulder.

      A sound slipped out before she could stop it, cut short as a grip tightened at her arm.

      Cold seeped through his clothes.

      She pulled back. Her ribs tightened. She forced herself to breathe.

      The third creature stood nearby. The others waited at a distance.

      Pressure leaned in again.

      Toward the space she occupied.

      Something brushed her once more, lighter now. Impatient.
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      The attempt collapsed. Shattered.

      Hands seized her again, higher this time.

      She twisted, fingers scraping against concrete until skin split.

      Crimson slid from her nose to her upper lip. Rain thinned the blood as it ran. She wiped her face without looking. Her palm came away dark red.

      She gripped the strap of Joel’s pack. The fabric tore free with a dull rip.

      She was pulled backward. Her shoulder screamed.

      The downpour blurred her vision until Joel flattened into outline. Into ground.

      Branches sealed the path behind him.

      The rain thickened.

      Everything went black.
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