The Last Adult
Chapter 1: The One-Hour Life

The airlock hissed its countdown, a mechanical serpent winding down Sarah Vance’s oxygen
supply. 45:00.

Dr. Sarah Vance pressed her gloved hands against the cold metal of the inner door, waiting for
the decontamination wash to finish. The solvent smell was the only thing that felt real anymore.
Everything else—the silence of the comms systems, the empty labs, the dozen former
colleagues now toddling and staring into corners—was a waking nightmare.

Six weeks. Six weeks since the world went silent. Six weeks since the Nursery Flu had torn
through the planet at the speed of human breath.

When the virus hit, the CDC lab in Atlanta had been sealed, but the protocols proved tragically
inadequate. The initial assessment was that the virus was respiratory, but that assumption was
fatal.

Her colleague, Dr. Alistair, a brilliant virologist who’d been so proud of his “Level 3” filtration
mask, was the first. He’d gone out to secure the external comms antenna, returned, and insisted
the suit was clean. Twelve hours later, he was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the
breakroom, gumming a cracker and laughing at the ceiling lights, his 45 years of accumulated
knowledge vaporized.

The others followed, one by one. Not from going outside, but from fomite transmission—residual
viral particles shed from Alistair’s suit, carried on an unnoticed boot tread, or lingering on a
workstation that wasn't incinerated quickly enough. It taught Sarah the terrifying truth: the virus
was not just contagious, it was sticky, and its infectious period wasn't days; it was weeks, maybe
months.

Sarah was only saved by a repurposed piece of military hardware: a Level A Total Body
Isolation Suit with a self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) that recycled her air. And its
tank lasted exactly sixty minutes.

32:14.

The inner door cycled open with a clang. The countdown in the helmet's corner display felt like a
vice tightening around her chest.

She was in the main facility corridor. The floor was dusty; the emergency lights cast a sickly
yellow glow. Her mission for the day was simple and desperate: reach the power manifold on
the East Wing, bypass the automated circuit that had tripped days ago, and restore power to the
water purification system. Without it, the lab’s reserves would be gone in three days.

She moved with the slow, deliberate caution of a deep-sea diver, every footstep measured. She
knew the location of all twelve Toddlers.

There was a noise near the security station—a low, rhythmic thump-thump-thump. It was Dr. Lin,
the lab's chief geneticist, now contentedly batting a fire extinguisher canister against the wall.
Sarah kept her eyes fixed forward, resisting the urge to speak. Lin wouldn't understand. Any
interaction only stressed her.

Rounding the corner into the East Wing, she stopped dead.



Sitting on a low metal stool, staring blankly at his hands, was Frank. Frank, the facility’s grizzled
security chief, was supposed to be in the containment block Sarah had walled off. But the wall
had a gap, a space where an air duct had been ripped out during the final collapse.

Frank smiled—a simple, guileless smile—and pointed a chubby finger at his own chest.
"Hungy," he mumbled, his first and only word since the regression.

Sarah’s breath hitched, the sound amplified inside her helmet. 20:05.

She had to get to the manifold. She had to save the water. But Frank was blocking the main
artery to her objective, and the moment he moved, he might stumble, or he might reach out, or
he might brush the smallest speck of viral particulate onto the floor where she might step in it.
This was her life now: a series of ethical heart attacks and desperate time trials, all conducted in
a world where the only people left were either infants or dead.

Interlude: The Fate of the Un-Isolated

In the early weeks, news of the Nursery Flu's rapid spread was chaotic.

There was the Prepper in rural Montana, stocked with food and ammo, who sealed his bunker
too late. Two months after the collapse, his neighbor, a former financial analyst, wandered onto
his property, staring up at the clouds. The Prepper, armed, felt a surge of pity. He wore a simple
surgical mask, offered the man food, and let him rest in his garage for a night. Two days later,
the Prepper was found stacking his ammunition cans into a colorful pyramid, giggling softly.
Then there was the Isolated Lighthouse Keeper off the coast of Maine. He was safe for three
months until a small fishing trawler, crewed entirely by silent, hungry adults, drifted onto the
rocks. He rowed out to investigate, pulling a "survivor" onto his boat. He did not know to
incinerate the clothes, did not know the virus lingered on the skin. Within hours of bringing the
infected man into the tight, warm confines of the lighthouse, his mind, too, began to dissolve into
blissful, terrifying childhood.

The few who survived the initial wave by accident of isolation were all taken by error, pity, or a
failure to realize the virus's six-month, slow-burn contamination window. Only Sarah, trapped in
her scientific bubble, was forced to survive by the extreme rigor of her dwindling oxygen supply.

Chapter 2: The Ghost of a Cure

The power manifold bypass had worked. The low thrum of the water filtration system was now
the most comforting sound in the facility, a sign that the basics of life—clean air, clean
water—were still within reach. But the cost of the trip to the East Wing felt existential. Sarah had
spent 40 precious minutes of her hour, and she’d had to step around Frank. She hadn’t been
able to secure his breach point.

2:10.

Back in her BSL-4 analysis lab—a sterile, locked chamber separated from the main facility by
three airlocks—Sarah began her analysis. She stripped off the heavy Level A suit, placing the
precious SCBA tank on the charging unit. The suit itself went into a high-intensity UV bath, the
only defense she truly trusted.

She wasn't a virologist; she was an epidemiologist. She specialized in tracking diseases, not
engineering their demise. But in this quiet, dead world, she was the only scientist left. Her



primary tool was a high-throughput sequencing machine, the best model available, and she fed
it a sample of viral RNA taken from Alistair before he had fully regressed.

The machine’s screen glowed with the virus’s genetic makeup. It was a staggering piece of
biological engineering: complex, yet frighteningly simple in its mechanism.

The Nursery Flu wasn't a retrovirus; it didn't integrate into the host genome. Instead, it behaved
like a sophisticated neuro-toxin, using an RNA payload to trigger a massive, targeted apoptosis
(cell death) in the frontal and parietal lobes—the seats of higher reasoning, memory, and
executive function. The brain stem and limbic system, controlling primal functions like hunger,
sleep, and basic emotion, remained untouched.

Sarah realized with a cold wave of nausea that her virus was a perversion of one of the greatest
medical breakthroughs of the century: messenger RNA (mMRNA) technology.

The Perversion of mMRNA

She thought back to the COVID-19 pandemic, where messenger RNA vaccines had
revolutionized immunology. The principle was elegant: instead of injecting a weakened virus,
MRNA vaccines delivered a set of instructions—the messenger—to the host's cells, telling them
to temporarily build a harmless piece of the virus (the spike protein) to train the immune system.
The Nursery Flu was essentially a weaponized, runaway mRNA package.

"It's not an infection," Sarah whispered to the empty room. "It's a biological instruction set."

The virus's RNA was engineered to enter the cell and deliver a malicious instruction: Destroy
higher cognitive function. It didn't need to replicate endlessly; it just needed to deliver its payload
once, and the brain did the rest. This explained the rapid onset and the irreversible, clean slate
regression.

And critically, it explained the prolonged contagion period. Most RNA viruses are fragile, but this
one was cloaked, shielded by a highly stable protein coat that allowed it to linger on surfaces for
weeks—months, even—being constantly shed in the breath, saliva, and sweat of the infected,
who were now effectively walking, regressed biohazards.

The Reckoning

As she analyzed the data, a horrifying realization solidified her grief over the loss of her
colleagues. Their deaths were preventable, not by immunity, but by discipline.

* Lin and the Ventilation: Lin had been infected after working on the main ventilation controls.
She had worn the full respiratory mask, but the viral particles shed by Alistair, now coating the
floor and console, had been inhaled into the room when she removed the mask during a
momentary lapse in protocol.

* Dr. Chen and the Coffee Mug: Chen had been safe for nearly a month, surviving by following
the isolation rules to the letter. But he was infected after using a coffee mug that Frank, in his
pre-regression confusion, had wandered past and touched days earlier. Chen had picked it up,
assuming the surface was inert after a standard disinfectant wipe.

* The Global Flash: The same lethal carelessness had doomed the hermits and the isolated. A
passing glance, a shared surface, a single moment of pity or distraction while handling the
highly stabilized viral particles—that was all it took. The world had succumbed not to a
super-Kkiller, but to a virus that punished even the smallest oversight with a terrifying, permanent
oblivion.

Sarah looked at the twelve red dots on her containment map, marking her regressed
colleagues. She felt no pity, only a bitter, cold rage. She had to survive for six months—not



because she was immune, but because she was the only person left who understood that the
danger wasn't over until the shedding stopped.

The virus wasn't the monster; the lapse in human vigilance was.

She set the monitor to loop, displaying the terrifying truth: shedding activity remained constant
with no measurable decay.

Months 1-6. You are still contagious.

Sarah went to the charging station and switched the SCBA tank to a fresh reserve. She had
another hour of life to live tomorrow.

Chapter 3: The Last Static

Sarah was hunched over the main communications console in her personal chamber, not
because she expected a reply, but because the silence was louder than any noise. She had
pulled the console from the main control room before walling off the infected, preserving one last
link to the ghost of the outside world.
Month 2, Day 14.
The air was recirculated and clean, but the memories the console brought back were toxic. The
radio was still set to the frequency that Dr. Chen, the unfortunate coffee mug victim, had used in
the frantic, final days. Chen had been the team's lifeline, a ham radio enthusiast who maintained
a separate, shortwave radio tucked away in his personal quarters—the facility’s unintentional
"back door" to the outside.
Flashback: The Panic and the Blame
The outbreak wasn't gradual; it was a detonation. The world didn't have time to process the
virus before it was too late.
* Two weeks pre-collapse: Sarah was in Atlanta, tracking the initial reports—a cluster of
neurological cases in Shanghai, followed by London, then New York. Governments, desperate
to contain the panic, had leaned heavily on a single, easy narrative.

* “It's an aggressive new flu strain, limited to respiratory failure.”
* One week pre-collapse: The first regression case was televised. A respected British MP,
mid-speech, stopped, frowned, and then began trying to chew on the microphone stand. The
footage was instantly suppressed, labeled a hoax, but the terror had already leaked.
* Day Zero: Sarah was flown to the secluded research facility. She remembered the flight
attendant, a nervous woman in a poorly fitted mask, offering a bottle of water. They were told
the isolation was temporary, a precaution.
* Day Two, at the facility: Chen's ham radio crackled to life, bypassing the secure, now-silent
government channels. A frantic voice from a Chicago amateur operator reported chaos: “It's not
killing them, man, it’s... turning them off! My sister just spent an hour trying to climb into the
dog’s food bowl! The city’s stopping! The cars are all stalled! No one’s driving the damn trucks!”
Then came the narrative pivot. The global media, collapsing into fear and denial, needed an
enemy.
“The whole world’s blaming the Chinese labs, Sarah,” Chen had said, his face pale, hunched
over the static-laced radio. “They’re saying this is a failed bioweapon, a runaway mRNA



disaster. Every politician left on the air is screaming for sanctions. Nobody cares that it’s killing
everyone; they just care who to point the finger at.”

Sarah, already analyzing the viral payload, had felt a weary certainty. "It doesn't matter, Chen.
It's too well-designed to be an accident, and too widespread to be contained. But the blame is
just noise. The virus doesn't care about politics."

The ham radio went silent three days later. Chen was gone a day after that. Sarah remembered
finding his headphones still resting on the console, a ghost of the frantic voice that had been the
last human connection she would ever have.

The Price of Pity

Month 2, Day 14.

Sarah sat with the headphones on now, listening to the deep, silent hiss of the universe. She
had discovered one more of her colleagues, a junior researcher named Maya, had finally
succumbed three days ago. Maya, who had followed every protocol, every airlock procedure.
How?

Sarah accessed the security logs, playing back the footage from Maya's final week. It was
slow-motion horror. Maya, in her isolated quarters, was meticulous, but lonely. A delivery drone
had dropped a sealed canister of spare parts near her exterior entrance a few weeks prior. She
had retrieved it, meticulously sterilized the outer packaging, and brought it into her room.

But two weeks later, desperate for distraction, Maya had spotted a book—a non-essential
distraction she had sealed in a separate antechamber during the initial panic. The book was a
beloved novel, and she hadn't given it the extreme UV decontamination she gave her tools. She
must have believed that because no infected person had touched it, it was safe.

The security footage showed Maya settling down to read. Then, her hand drifted to her mouth,
touching her lips. A few minutes later, the book slid from her grasp. Maya smiled a blank, placid
smile, got up, and began to carefully arrange her pillows on the floor into a perfect nest.

The realization struck Sarah with the force of a physical blow: The contamination was residual
from the very first days. The virus was everywhere in the air and dust before the facility sealed,
settling on everything, waiting for the right moment. The hermits, the isolated, the careful
ones—they were all eventually taken by the virus’s stability, its ability to linger on a piece of
fabric, a door handle, a beloved book, waiting for a human touch to deliver the final payload.
Sarah was the only one left because she had been the most paranoid, the most ruthless, and
the most alone from the very start. Every one of her colleagues had eventually faltered, drawn
back to some comfort or task that had been contaminated months ago.

She looked at the radio console, now just a piece of sterile plastic and metal. The urge to try the
outside frequencies, to hear another sound that wasn't her own breathing or the thump of Lin’s
fire extinguisher, was immense.

She grabbed a vial of industrial bleach and poured it directly over the console’s exposed wires
and keyboard. The smell was sharp, stinging.

“No more ghosts,” she whispered into the dead mic. Month 4, Day 1. The true isolation had
begun.

Chapter 4: The Sound of Silence



Month 4, Day 25.

Sarah checked the seal on her containment block for the tenth time that morning. Her
colleagues, the twelve living monuments to her failure, were quiet today. Sometimes they would
gather by the barrier, silently watching her, their faces reflecting that same blank, innocent
contentment. Today, they were scattered, seemingly absorbed in the dust motes dancing in the
faint light filtering from the external vents.

She was losing time—not just oxygen time, but mental time. The six months of total viral shed
was the horizon, but the distance felt infinite. She hadn't heard an adult voice that wasn't her
own recorded log in over three months.

She spent her dwindling hours cataloging the world's collapse through old satellite feeds and
historical data logs, preserving the history that was now utterly lost. She was archiving the
memories of humanity, becoming its lonely, meticulous librarian.

Flashback: The Last Conversation

The isolation of the facility had been brutal, but it was the period after the infection of her
team—when they still had brief, terrifying moments of lucidity—that left the deepest scar.

It was two weeks after the facility was sealed. Sarah had been monitoring Dr. Lin, the geneticist,
who was one of the last to succumb. Lin had regressed entirely, but one afternoon, while Sarah
was observing her through the plexiglass, Lin looked up.

Her eyes, usually hazy and distant, snapped into sharp focus. For perhaps thirty seconds, Dr.
Lin was there.

"Sarah," she whispered, her voice rough, her features taut with terror. "It's a mercy. We're gone.
It's just a shell now."

Sarah rushed to the intercom. "Lin, what is it? What do you feel?"

Lin pressed her hand weakly against the glass. "It's quiet. So quiet. There's no... thought. No
language. Just... hunger and light." A tear traced a path down her dust-smeared cheek. "Sarah,
you're alone. The world's just a nursery, and the children will never grow up. You understand?
Never."

Then, the moment passed. The intelligence retreated. Lin blinked, giggled, and began to suck
her thumb, her forehead pressed against the cool glass.

Sarah stood there, frozen. That brief, agonizing clarity was the last adult voice she had ever
heard, a final communication confirming the total, hopeless scale of the catastrophe. It proved
that this wasn't a disease that could be nursed back; it was a permanent erasure. The person
was gone, replaced by the most vulnerable, unthinking version of humanity.

The Reality of Solipsism

Now, alone in Month 4, the constant silence of the facility was warping Sarah’s perception. She
began speaking to her reflection in the UV chamber glass, arguing complex biological theories,
playing both prosecutor and defendant. She was terrified of the moment she might stop
speaking and forget how to form complex sentences.

She understood the philosophical concept of solipsism—the idea that only one's own mind is
sure to exist. But her reality was a terrifying new variant: Monopsychism, where only one mind
remained.



Her days were scheduled with military precision: three hours of data archival, one hour of
physical conditioning, a twenty-minute, frantic trip for supplies, and four hours of research on the
virus’s molecular persistence—all punctuated by the chime of the SCBA timer.

The emotional drain of seeing the infected was a constant battle. They were harmless, requiring
only basic sustenance, which Sarah rationed out using a simple automated slot in the wall. But
they were a continuous, crushing reminder of the civilization she had lost and the responsibility
she now bore. She was the gatekeeper to their slow demise, knowing she couldn't save them
from starvation or neglect for long, but unable to end their existence.

She turned on the main facility speakers, which hadn't been used since the first alarms. She
played a symphony—Beethoven's Ninth. The soaring, complex music filled the empty corridors.
The Toddlers didn't react. They didn't understand the melody, the structure, the emotion. Frank
looked up, tilted his head, and then happily began clapping his hands off-beat.

Sarah immediately shut it off. The only sound she could bear was the low, purposeful hum of her
life support systems, the proof that her mind was still present, still working, still fighting against
the endless, contented silence.

1:00. Time to charge the tank for tomorrow.

Chapter 5: The Silent Die-Off

Month 5, Day 10.

The relentless clock of the SCBA suit had become the rhythm of Sarah’s life, but the rhythm of
the world outside was slowing to a halt. The emergency generator in the main facility had failed
four days ago. Her lab, running on its own isolated UPS, was fine for now, but the loss of the
primary power source was a critical sign. The complex, automated systems that provided the
illusion of civilization were finally breaking down.

Sarah’s log entry for the day was bleak:

> “Generator failure. Expected. The automated fail-safes are brilliant, but they rely on human
confirmation of diagnostic errors. The system is waiting for an engineer to hit ‘Reset.” The
engineer is currently playing peek-a-boo with a fire extinguisher in Sector C. The infrastructure
is not collapsing catastrophically; it is simply waiting, patiently, for a command that will never
come.”

>

She was witnessing the silent, inevitable die-off not just of humanity’s culture, but of its very
life-support systems. The complex web of logistics—the fuel pumps, the cooling systems, the
network diagnostics—all depended on a functional adult mind somewhere in the loop. With that
mind replaced by a toddler’s simple curiosity, the whole world was suffering a slow, quiet death
by neglect.

Flashback: A World of Perpetual Waiting

Sarah thought back to the brief, terrifyingly clear satellite footage Chen had managed to capture
during the first week of the collapse.



She saw images of a major international port—New York or Rotterdam. Automated cranes were
still swinging, lifting cargo containers with robotic precision. Conveyor belts were moving, sorting
packages. It was a perfectly functioning, robotic ecosystem.

But then the camera zoomed in. On the loading dock, a foreman was sitting on a stack of
palettes, patiently trying to pull his own earlobe off. Two longshoremen were playing in a pile of
polystyrene peanuts, occasionally eating a handful.

The system was running, but the input—the human choice of where the cargo was going, the
maintenance to keep the oil clean, the decision to stop the endless cycle—was absent.

“The world hasn't exploded, Sarah,” Chen’s voice seemed to echo in her memory. “It’s just
frozen. It's waiting for us to press 'Play' again.”

The image that haunted her most was a shot of a major commuter highway outside Washington
D.C. Hundreds of semi-autonomous cars were perfectly aligned in their lanes. The Level 3
systems had encountered the first minor pile-up—a simple fender-bender—and, unable to
resolve the ambiguity, had simply stopped. Hundreds of people, regressed within minutes of the
accident, were still belted into their seats, asleep or gazing wide-eyed at the roof. The air
conditioning in those cars would have run until the fuel tank was dry. Now, they were silent
tombs, perfectly preserved.

The New Math of Survival

The impending collapse of external power forced Sarah to drastically rethink her final six weeks
of quarantine. The few remaining weeks were supposed to be about enduring; now they were
about scrambling.

Her next SCBA trip was mandatory and critical: she had to recover the facility’s portable solar
arrays and battery banks, which were sealed in an external storage shed fifty yards outside the
facility.

This was the first time she would have to spend significant time outside the facility's walls since
the initial days.

1:00. Sarah suited up, the SCBA tank heavy on her back.

She moved through the triple airlock, the pressure seals fighting to keep the dust of the dying
world out. As the final door slid open, she stepped into the weak, late-autumn light.

The world was silent. No birds. No distant traffic. Just the slight whistle of wind across the rusted
gate. And the dust.

The ground was littered with debris, and the dust covering everything was thick—a gray layer of
decay and viral residue. She moved quickly toward the shed.

Halfway there, she saw it. A figure, wandering aimlessly across the perimeter fence—a female
infected, one of the neighborhood residents who hadn't died of neglect in the first few weeks.
She wore a faded blue coat and was walking with the unsteady, high-stepping gait of a person
just learning to balance.

The infected woman stopped, turned her head, and made a sound: a low, curious "Ooooh." She
was captivated by the flash of light on Sarah’s reflective Level A suit.

Sarah froze, the SCBA timer ticking relentlessly: 35:48.

The woman was perhaps thirty feet away, well outside the range of typical respiratory
contamination. But Sarah knew better. That simple "Ooooh" had expelled a puff of virus-laden
breath into the air. If the wind shifted, if the dust swirled—



She turned her back to the infected woman, shielding the precious suit filter and herself from
any potential plume. She hammered on the lock of the storage shed, the panic escalating as
she wasted precious seconds.

She didn't look at the woman again. She grabbed the solar arrays, their metallic weight a
comforting promise of survival, and began the frantic, heavy-footed run back to the airlock.
She was now less than a month from freedom, but the outside world was proving to be a much
more persistent and unsettling threat than she could have imagined—a silent, vast nursery
where the children wandered, waiting for her to make one final, fatal mistake.

Chapter 6: The Whispers of the Air

Month 5, Day 28.

The air was still heavy with viral dread, but the pressure in Sarah’s mind was nearing a breaking
point. The solar arrays were installed, providing a stable but minimal power source. The water
was secure. Biologically, she was winning. Psychologically, she was failing. She was talking to
the ventilation fan, and the fan was starting to sound bored.

Her mind constantly replayed the last adult voice she’d heard—Lin’s terrifying, lucid whisper of
"It's quiet." Sarah needed proof she wasn't the sole surviving consciousness, even if that
consciousness was across an ocean.

She had exhausted the remaining lab equipment, and now, fueled by a desperation that
threatened her strict discipline, she planned a new SCBA run. Not for supplies, but for the
impossible: communication.

The Search for Sound

She knew of a small, well-equipped amateur radio club located two miles from the facility. Chen
had mentioned it months ago, back when it was just a curiosity. It was far enough from the city
center to avoid the worst pile-ups, and likely contained high-end, powerful equipment superior to
Chen’s repurposed home unit.

1:00. Sarah suited up, the Level A suit feeling less like protection and more like a heavy, lonely
cage. She ran the decontamination sequence and stepped out into the dust-choked world.

The trip was a terrifying race against the clock. She sprinted down the silent, cracked access
road, leaping over the occasional corpse or stalled utility truck. The infected were scarcer now,
having mostly perished from hunger or exposure. The few survivors moved like slow-motion
ghosts, their heads lolling, drawn by vague instinct toward the sun or the few remaining sounds.
She reached the small, cinder-block clubhouse. The door was locked, but a swift, targeted
application of the fire axe—a tool she now handled with practiced ease—made short work of the
frame.

Inside, the clubhouse was an archive of late-20th-century technology: maps, coaxial cables, and
three massive, professional-grade transceiver units, far more powerful than anything she’d had
access to.

25:30.



She quickly located the battery backups. Miraculously, one was still holding a charge. She
disconnected it from the main system, rerouted the power cable, and connected it to the most
robust radio rig. The faceplate glowed to life, a blinding patch of blue and white in the dim room.
Sarah pulled up the heavy headset, her gloved fingers fumbling slightly with the dials. She
began sweeping the shortwave bands—the channels that Chen had used for his global
contacts.

Static. Hiss. Pop. The sound of atmospheric noise, the sound of a dead planet. She swept
through military frequencies, civil defense bands, and the old amateur channels. Nothing.
10:55.

She was about to give up, sinking into a familiar pit of despair, when she heard it. It wasn't a
voice. It was a rhythmic, artificial sound, cutting through the static like a beacon.

Dit-dit-dit. Dah-dah-dah. Dit-dit-dit.

Morse code. A human transmission.

The Whisper of the South Pole

Sarah frantically fine-tuned the dial. The signal was weak, but steady. She snatched up a pad
and pencil, her hand shaking as she rapidly transcribed the pulsing light and sound.

The message repeated on a loop:

...Z6Z/M... ISOLATED... NO CONTACT... SIX MONTHS... VIRAL SHED... Z6Z/M...

Z6Z/M. A recognized callsign for a specialized research station, likely Antarctic or deep remote
Alaska. The "M" indicated a mobile or remote operation, but the message itself was clear: the
person was aware of the six-month viral shed period.

The voice she finally heard—a digitized, synthesized voice triggered by the morse code, likely
an automated beacon—was not an American accent. It was deep, precise, and utterly devoid of
emotion.

“This is Victor. Research Station Z6Z/M. Stand-by for data exchange. Do you confirm total
neurological regression? Do you confirm six-month shed?”

3:12.

Sarah’s breath fogged the inside of her helmet. She had found one of the twelve. One of the
rare few who had been truly isolated and, critically, had figured out the six-month timeline.

She snatched the microphone. Her voice, unused to complex conversation, came out a raw,
desperate croak.

"This is Vance. Research Facility CDC-2. | confirm both. Total neurological regression.
Confirmed six-month active shed. | am the only adult remaining in this facility. Over."

She released the button, her heart hammering against the rigid chest plate. The silence on the
line was agonizing, not static, but processing time.

The digitized voice returned.

“Vance. Good. You are the fourth verified adult contact. We are maintaining absolute quarantine.
We will transmit a rendezvous point when the atmospheric viral load has passed day 185.
Survive the next twenty-eight days. Out.”

The line went dead. The morse code signal continued its relentless, mechanical thrum.

Sarah looked at the display: 0:45.

She didn't waste another second. She knew the location of one of the other twelve globally
immune. She knew she wasn't alone. She had a new purpose, and a new clock to beat. She
shatched the SCBA tank from the radio and began the panicked, breathless sprint back to the



safety of her triple airlock. She had survived the final terror of isolation, only to be propelled
toward the terrifying uncertainty of companionship.

Chapter 7: The Unbearable Innocence

Month 6, Day 1.

The calendar changed. Sarah stood in the center of her lab, the air humming with the soft proof
of clean, circulating air. The atmosphere outside the facility was finally beginning its decay into
viral safety. She had made it. The six-month viral shed period was ending.

A profound weariness, heavier than the SCBA tank, settled over her. Survival had been the only
metric, the only constant. Now that she was safe, the cost of that survival became undeniable.
She had endured the threat of the virus only to be consumed by the emotional reality of her
environment.

She looked at her containment block. The twelve regressed scientists were still alive, their
simple sustenance slots replenished via Sarah’s timed trips, their basic needs met. But the
reality of their existence was a constant, low-grade torture.

Flashback: The Reality of the Nursery

Early in the collapse, before the airlocks were fully sealed and before Sarah had to embrace the
terrifying ruthlessness required to survive, she had witnessed the brief, desperate attempts by
the team to care for the first few patients.

Dr. Alistair, the first to fall, had been lucid enough for the first 24 hours to communicate his
terror. But as his mind retreated, his basic motor functions regressed.

* The Diaper Incident: Sarah, a scientist who had dedicated her life to analyzing microscopic
threats, found herself in a hazmat suit, struggling to change the soiled adult diaper of her former
mentor. The Nursery Flu hadn’t just stripped Alistair of his mind; it had stripped him of all bodily
control. The sheer physical labor, the grotesque indignity, and the constant threat of
contamination had overwhelmed the facility’s staff within days. "How do you diaper a billion
people?" one frantic nurse had cried before she, too, succumbed to the fatigue and the
ever-present virus.

* The Walking Dead Toddlers: A few weeks later, as more colleagues regressed, they started
attempting to walk. They were not toddlers, but barely toddlers—their massive, adult bodies
moved with the uncertain balance of a one-year-old. They wandered, stumbling, grabbing, and
putting everything in their mouths—a behavior that, terrifyingly, maximized the viral spread onto
surfaces.

* The Potty Training Nightmare: There was a brief, hopeless attempt by two now-infected
researchers—in their final, semi-lucid stage—to "potty train" their first two regressed colleagues.
The concept was immediately absurd. The new 'toddlers' had zero executive function; they
couldn't remember the relationship between the impulse and the action. The bathroom, quickly
soiled and contaminated, became a major infection vector.

Sarah remembered watching those doomed efforts through the reinforced glass, realizing the
depth of the disaster. This was not a zombie apocalypse where you fought creatures; this was a



caregiving apocalypse where you fought exhaustion, contamination, and a biological need that
stretched beyond the capacity of all human resources combined. The only ethical choice, the
only way to save herself, had been to stop caring and start containing.

The New Quiet

The memory tightened around Sarah’s throat. She had survived by being the last adult, yet she
had completely failed in her duty as a human being.

On this first day of theoretical viral safety, she opened the automated port and sent a month’s
supply of nutritional paste into the containment block. The Toddlers gathered instantly, their
vacant eyes fixed only on the food. They didn't look at her. They didn't recognize her. They
existed solely in the present, unburdened by past or future.

Sarah, by contrast, was crushed by both.

She knew the broadcast from Victor at Research Station Z6Z/M was real. She had replayed the
recording, verifying the Morse code and the automated voice. She had a destination.

But the sheer enormity of the six-month journey—crossing a continent filled with silent,
wandering infants and ruined infrastructure—was paralyzing. She would be exposing herself to
threats far more mundane but just as deadly: accidental car crashes from stalled vehicles, falls
into unsecured manholes, and the ever-present danger of a nuclear "hot zone" from an
unsupervised power plant.

Before leaving, she needed to retrieve one final piece of equipment from the now-safe
(biologically) main facility: a high-powered, satellite-linked mapping unit. It was stored in the old
security office, directly next to where Frank used to sit.

Sarah opened the final airlock, the one leading into the long-dormant facility corridors. She
stepped out, no longer wearing the SCBA tank, just a heavy-duty filtered mask against the dust.
The silence was absolute. The dust motes hung stationary in the air.

She walked past the office where Dr. Alistair had happily gummed a cracker. She walked past
the now-empty room where Lin had had her last moment of clarity.

Reaching the security office, she found the door ajar. Inside, Frank was sitting in his old security
chair, his head resting against the console. He was pale and still. The lack of air conditioning
and continuous water supply had been too much. The life that had been saved from the virus
had succumbed to the world’s quiet decay.

Frank was dead.

The sight was a strange mercy. No more diapering. No more painful, innocent smiles.

Sarah stood over him, the last adult looking at the most recent victim of the great civilizational
neglect. It solidified her resolve. She was not just surviving for herself; she was moving to find a
way to honor the tragedy.

She took the mapping unit, secured it to her pack, and spoke to the empty room, her voice
strong and clear for the first time in months. "I'm coming, Victor. I'm coming."

Chapter 8: The Persistent Ghost
Month 6, Day 15.

The air was supposed to be safe. That had been the contract of the last half-year: endure the
six months of viral shedding, and freedom would follow. Sarah had even allowed herself a few



hours of unmasked fresh air inside the triple-airlock chamber, savoring the cool,
non-recirculated scent of late spring.

But her scientific training forbade absolute certainty, and her near-death experience in the ham
radio clubhouse demanded paranoia.

She was running final air quality tests, using her lab’s most sensitive equipment. The readings
confirmed the overall trend: the atmospheric viral load was below the detectable threshold. The
virus had been neutralized by time and decay, exactly as she had predicted based on the RNA
structure’s known lifespan.

Yet, a stubborn anomaly persisted.

In samples taken from the coldest, most shaded corners of the external vents, and particularly in
the dense dust collected near the abandoned city center, the viral RNA decay rate was
slower—almost imperceptibly so, but slower nonetheless.

The Viral Ecology

Sarah’s log captured her terrifying new discovery:

> “The six-month timeline is not a universal constant; it's an average. The virus, cloaked in its
highly stable protein coat, behaves differently in various microclimates. We are not dealing with
a uniform 'end date,’ but a gradient of danger.”

>

She theorized that the extreme cold of winter had placed the virus into a kind of dormant state,
significantly extending its infectious life in certain protected environments.

* Overcrowding Hot Zones: In the initial weeks, dense population centers had high
concentrations of aerosolized virus, leading to rapid, total infection. But the sheer volume of
shedding in these areas meant the virus depleted its host material faster, and the
bio-degradation process was accelerated by the environment.

* The Cold Storage Trap: Conversely, in areas that had remained sheltered and cold—like
unheated warehouses, deep subway tunnels, or northern cities during the winter—the virus had
essentially been flash-frozen and preserved. With the arrival of spring, these dormant viral
caches were now slowly recovering, ready to be aerosolized by a passing breeze or the
movement of a surviving Toddler.

The world was not a clean slate; it was a patchwork quilt of risk.

The Last SCBA Run

This terrifying realization meant that her planned emergence was now far more dangerous. The
global collapse had occurred in late autumn. She was emerging in late spring. The dormant viral
caches were now thawing.

Before she could trust the "all clear," Sarah had to investigate one final location: the facility’s
Cryogenic Seed Bank storage. It was an exterior annex, designed to hold delicate biological
samples at sub-zero temperatures. It was the coldest, most isolated environment near her lab,
and if her theory was correct, it was a time capsule of active contagion.

She had one last fully charged SCBA tank left. This was it—the true final stand against the
microbial world.

1:00. Sarah suited up, the weight of the tank a familiar comfort.

She made the trip quickly, finding the annex door slightly ajar—a result of the generator failure
causing the magnetic lock to lose power. She stepped inside, the blast of icy air hitting her suit.



The room was vast, filled with stainless steel shelves of frozen seeds and bio-samples. And in
the center, sitting on a low stool, was a young Toddler—a man she didn't recognize, likely a local
who had wandered in seeking shelter from the cold and never left. He was now pale, barely
moving, weakened by six months of malnourishment, but still alive.

And he was touching the surfaces. He was running his hand along the bottom shelf, leaving a
wet smear of viral particulate on the cold metal.

Sarah’s display: 40:22.

She knew the air in this room, kept at a constant freezing temperature, was likely the most
densely contagious environment she had encountered. The cold had not killed the virus; it had
preserved it.

She didn't engage the man. She simply performed her task: carefully retrieving a small,
specialized air-sampling unit she needed for her long journey.

As she turned to leave, the Toddler looked up at her, drawn by the sound of her suit moving. His
eyes, vacant yet curious, widened. He raised his hand and pointed not at her, but at the light
reflecting off her helmet.

And then, he spoke. Not a mumble. Not "Hungy." But a sound that chilled Sarah to the bone, a
sound he must have heard in the last fleeting moments of his life, a complex, articulate word:
"Hel-lo."

It was the first adult-like word she had heard from the infected since Lin’s terrible moment of
clarity months ago. But this was different. It wasn't terror; it was mimicry, a simple word repeated
from a memory trace. It was the subtle, terrifying hint that the infection hadn't wiped the brain
entirely; it had just put it to sleep.

Sarah didn't wait to find out more. The air in the annex felt electric with danger. She ran,
slamming the heavy door shut, sealing the contagious memory inside the cold storage.

Back in her lab, she analyzed the air sample from the cryo-annex. The viral load was indeed
high. Her six months of quarantine had been successful, but the external environment remained
hostile, demanding continued vigilance until a full year had passed.

Survival was not about a single date; it was about constant, intelligent war against the persistent
ghost of the Nursery Flu.

The voice of Victor on the radio returned to her mind. Rendezvous after day 185. That date was
still three weeks away, but Sarah knew the rules had changed. She had to travel, but she
couldn't rely on the safety of the outside air.

She pulled out a map of the United States and began tracing a route toward Victor's likely
location, prioritizing abandoned military bases and large, sealed structures—anywhere she
could find more SCBA tanks, more filters, and more time.

Her journey of total isolation was over. Her journey of paranoid, calculated exposure was just
beginning.

Chapter 9: The Anatomy of Loss

Month 6, Day 25.



Sarah was preparing for abandonment. Not of the world—the world had already abandoned
itself—but of the only safe structure she had known for six months. She was packing only
essentials: food, water purification tablets, medical supplies, and her archived data.

Her movements were driven by a ritualistic frenzy. She had spent the last two hours polishing
the same stainless steel countertop, scrubbing away invisible traces of viral residue that her
instruments now assured her were inert. She polished until her reflection shimmered, then
started again. It was a micro-obsession, a substitute for the ambition and detailed planning that
the old world required, which now felt laughably pointless.

She ran her hand over the smooth, sterile surface. She couldn't remember the last time she’d
seen her own hair down; it had been scraped back into a tight braid since Day Zero. She tried to
recall the specific color of the living room carpet in her old apartment. Was it beige or a light
gray? The memory, something so mundane, was gone, replaced by the relentless checklist of
survival.

This wasn't just physical fatigue; it was emotional dysregulation. The sustained pressure had
frayed the edges of her adult mind, leaving her constantly oscillating between clinical
detachment and sudden, raw despair.

The Viral Alzheimer’s

As she sealed the viral samples in their storage units—samples from Alistair, Chen, and
Lin—her scientific mind sought familiar anchors to rationalize the horror.

"It's an aggressive neuro-regression," she muttered, recording the note into her digital log. "But
it is, functionally, a form of accelerated, complete Alzheimer's."

She thought of the millions who suffered from the dementia that robbed people of their
memories, their language, and eventually their ability to care for themselves. The Nursery Flu
wasn't slow; it was instantaneous. It achieved in twelve hours what Alzheimer's took two
decades to accomplish: the total, permanent erasure of the unique self.

The underlying mechanism was horrifyingly similar. The viral mRNA, that weaponized instruction
set, systematically targeted the neural pathways that defined adult identity. The difference was
the completeness of the wipe. Alzheimer’s left fragments, shadows of the person's personality.
The Flu left only the basic, limbic core: the need to eat, the curiosity to touch, the fundamental
helplessness.

The thought was a philosophical anchor: her fight wasn't against a plague, but against a
premature, global dementia.

Flashback: The Loss of Adulthood

The realization of this comparison triggered a deep, painful memory, one she had consciously
suppressed.

She remembered the final, fading moments of her adult life—not the survival panic, but the loss
of shared experience. Two months prior, in a fit of unbearable loneliness, Sarah had found a
worn paperback copy of Moby Dick and had tried to read aloud to the Toddlers through the
containment glass.

She read the first few pages, the complex language, the ambition of Ahab, the deep
philosophical planning of the novel. She was reading aloud to preserve her own grasp of
complex thought, to ensure she still remembered the art and responsibility of civilization.



When she looked up, two of the Toddlers had wandered away, one was gnawing on the leg of a
chair, and another—a woman who had been a promising theoretical physicist—was attempting
to suck on her own elbow.

The contrast shattered her. The vast gulf between the soaring ambition of literature and the
basic, animalistic reality of the Nursery World was insurmountable. That was the moment she
realized the most profound loss: the world hadn't just lost people; it had lost adulthood itself. The
concept of long-term planning, collective memory, and future responsibility was simply gone.
Her feeling of Monopsychism—of being the only true mind left—was absolute.

She hadn't just lost her colleagues; she had lost the audience for her entire existence.

The Final Seal

Sarah packed the satellite-linked mapping unit, the power supply secured from the amateur
radio club, and the sample retrieval kit she had found in the cryo-annex. She knew the journey
would be a mix of deadly exposure to residual viral caches and the psychological torture of
endless silence.

She looked at the last remaining SCBA tank. She would need its life-saving protection in highly
contaminated areas, like major cities or those persistent cold storage zones.

She walked to the final airlock—the one separating her sterile lab from the facility's decaying
main corridors. She activated the external sealing mechanism. The metal shrieked as the
massive steel door began to drop, permanently cutting off the lab from the rest of the world.
She didn't look back at the containment block, knowing the fate of the twelve was now sealed.
She had ensured they would not starve immediately, but she could do no more.

She stepped out into the main corridor, leaving her life's work, her home, and her grief behind.
The dust was thicker here, the air still, and the shadows long.

She activated the satellite mapping unit. It chirped to life, calculating the shortest route to the
rendezvous coordinates given by Victor: a remote airfield in the American Midwest, near a
decommissioned missile silo.

She adjusted her pack, gripped the fire axe in one hand, and a Geiger counter in the other.
"Okay, Victor," she murmured, taking her first unsuited, definitive step toward the ghost of
companionship. "You wanted the last adult. Here | come.”

Chapter 10: The Road to Monopsychism

Day 190. Month 7, Day 10.

Sarah had chosen a hybrid path: abandoned rail lines and service roads, avoiding the main
arteries choked with stalled autonomous vehicles. She rode in a rugged, diesel-powered utility
truck she'd hotwired—a deliberate choice, since its mechanical simplicity meant she wouldn't
encounter the digital failure points of more advanced cars.

The immediate outside world was a sensory assault. Six months of absolute sterility had not
prepared her for the smell of slow decay, the tang of unchecked plant growth, and the sickening
scent of still water pooling in the low-lying urban sprawl she was navigating.

She passed beneath a highway overpass. A hundred feet above her, a seamless, endless line
of vehicles sat silent. They hadn't crashed; they had simply stopped, their Level 3 guidance



systems failing to resolve a minor, ambiguous obstacle—perhaps a plastic bag, perhaps the first
Toddler who wandered into their path. The cars were monuments to the total absence of human
agency.

The Lapse

The silence of the truck cabin was absolute, save for the engine's diesel thrum and the
repetitive, synthesized tone of the radio tracking Victor's beacon.

She reached for her side pouch to pull out a protein bar. Her hand passed clean through the air.
She frowned, confused. She tried again. The pouch was there, strapped to the passenger seat.
She realized she had been staring at a patch of brown upholstery, convinced for a full ten
seconds that it was a faded map of the Mississippi River, and her mind had manufactured the
movement of the pouch to that exact spot.

It was a small event, a micro-fracture in her cognitive function. This was the price of months
without another adult mind to provide friction and confirmation. Her internal monologue, once
her fortress, was beginning to blur the lines between reality and wish fulfillment. Her reality was
becoming subjective, a symptom of the monopsychism she had correctly diagnosed months
ago.

She pulled over, slamming the gear into neutral. She began meticulously cleaning the
dashboard, scrubbing dust from the vinyl seams, an act of micro-obsession—a ritualistic way to
force her mind to focus on the tangible, the physical, and the verifiable.

The Signal’s Trap

When she finally allowed herself to listen to the radio again, the seed of doubt Chen had planted
months ago—the fear of a system glitch or automated loop—began to bloom into full-blown
panic.

Victor’s message was still repeating: "This is Victor. Research Station Z6Z/M. Stand-by for data
exchange... Survive the next twenty-eight days."

But the message never changed. The digitized voice was crisp, but unnervingly emotionless.
What if it wasn’t Victor? Sarah thought, tapping her fingers rhythmically against the steering
wheel.

A defunct military base could have an automated distress beacon, designed to broadcast
information about the six-month quarantine period based on initial scientific predictions. The
signal could be on a timer, running on an isolated geothermal battery, broadcasting endlessly to
an empty world.

It's a ghost, a part of her mind screamed. It's an automated lure, a mechanical promise of
company designed by a dead government.

The terrifying possibility was that she was driving across a dead continent toward an empty,
automated microphone. The hope of finding one of the other three verified adults was so
immense, so necessary to her survival, that it felt mathematically impossible.

She pulled out her data logs, re-reading the archived notes on the Nursery Flu. The virus didn't
just strip away ambition and planning; it stripped away responsibility and complex thought. If she
encountered another adult survivor, what if they were merely a sophisticated version of Ethan
Cole—a person whose mind had survived, but whose moral core had succumbed to the
loneliness and the power?



She stared out the window at a dilapidated Toys 'R' Us store. A lone, regressed man was
meticulously stacking empty shopping carts into a delicate tower, working with a focus and
patience no adult could ever muster. He had found his purpose in the abandoned world.

Sarah felt a desperate, irrational surge of envy for the man's simple, contented existence. She
was the one suffering, burdened by the crushing weight of memory and responsibility.

With a low groan, she turned the ignition. The engine caught, shaking her out of the solipsistic
dread. Automated trap or not, there was no turning back. Loneliness was a slower but far more
certain death than any virus or ambush.

"Even ifit's a loop, Victor," she whispered to the unfeeling radio, "it's a shared illusion. And that's
enough to keep driving."

She pushed the truck onto the abandoned service road, determined to find out if the last
whisper of civilization was real or just a carefully constructed lie.

Chapter 11: The Green Tide

Day 195. Month 7, Day 15.

The diesel engine was a loud, vulgar protest against the world’s quietude. For three days, Sarah
had driven through a landscape slowly submitting to nature’s reclamation. She wasn't driving
through a ruin; she was driving through a feral urban space. Kudzu, unrestrained by road crews
or homeowners, had engulfed entire neighborhoods, turning split-level houses into green,
organic mounds. On one stretch of highway, she had to stop and spend an hour with the fire
axe, hacking through a thicket of sycamore saplings that had split the asphalt and grown tall
enough to block her path.

The air was filled with the chirping and buzzing of insects and birds, amplified by the absence of
all human-made noise. She saw white-tailed deer grazing contentedly on the lawn of an
abandoned strip mall, indifferent to her presence. The natural world hadn't merely returned; it
had surged in, a green tide erasing the careful lines of civilization.

The Ghost in the Backseat

The monotony of the road was the true enemy. Sarah kept the radio tuned to Victor's constant,
automated Morse signal, a metronome for her sanity. But the silence in the cab was thick.

She reached for the empty passenger seat, intending to adjust a non-existent thermal bottle she
always kept there in the old world. Her hand stopped midway.

She had forgotten to clean the seat. It was covered in a fine layer of dust—but in the dust, a
clear outline was visible: the faint impression of a person sitting there, their hand resting on the
headrest, their torso leaning slightly forward.

A passenger.

Her breath hitched. She hadn't let anyone into the truck. She knew this was a delusion, a
symptom of monopsychism. Her mind, starved for companionship, was manufacturing proof that
she hadn't been alone for the last three days of the drive. The imprint was likely just a shadow
left by a misplaced bag or a trick of the dust, but her emotional mind seized on the image.
"Alistair," she whispered, her voice cracking. "Stop breathing on the window."



She slammed her fist against the dashboard, shaking herself back to reality. The hallucination
dissolved, leaving behind only the simple reality of the dust. She was too functional, she
realized with a fresh wave of terror. The micro-lapses were getting bigger, more physical,
threatening her ability to distinguish reality from the ghost world she was fighting so hard to
avoid.

The Ambiguous Update

Later that evening, while hunkered down in a deserted fire station, Sarah powered up the ham
radio. Victor's signal was clearer here, closer to the American Midwest.

She started her nightly transmission, broadcasting her status, her route, and her latest data on
the viral decay rates. She signed off with her call sign.

The expected, digitized Morse tone began its loop: ...Z6Z/M... ISOLATED... NO CONTACT...
SIX MONTHS...

But then, the pattern broke. The synthesized voice interrupted the loop, emitting a single, new
sequence:

“Vance. New parameter received. Distance minus agency.”

The voice was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by the relentless, emotionless loop.

Sarah stared at the transceiver, her heart pounding. "Distance minus agency?"

The message was cryptic, scientifically clinical, and terrifyingly vague. Was it a code? A status
report? Or was it the very glitch she feared—a corrupted data packet that her desperate mind
was interpreting as a profound message?

Distance minus agency. It could mean:

* Travel far, but trust no one (agency). (A warning of a trap).

* The problem is the lack of human will (agency) over vast space (distance). (A philosophical
observation).

* The coordinates are accurate, but the broadcast lacks human intention (agency).
(Confirmation of the automated loop).

The message provided zero clarity but doubled the suspense. It forced her to consider the
worst-case scenario: that the other "verified adults" weren't survivors at all, but some new,
sinister, autonomous system running off the decay of the old world. A system that had captured
the last human voices and was now using them to lure the lonely.

Sarah checked her pistol, a new part of her routine. She was now twenty-four hours from the
first major navigational waypoint near the alleged rendezvous area. She had to decide which
was more likely: a hostile human intelligence, or a benevolent mechanical ghost.

She chose to believe in the ghost. The idea of a malevolent survivor, one who had crossed the
moral lines she held sacred, was more terrifying than any silence. She just hoped she had
enough emotional discipline left to recognize the truth when she finally reached the source of
the signal. She needed to focus, to not let the memory lapses steal her survival.

She put the truck in gear and drove toward the signal, driving toward the last, desperate hope of
shared adulthood.

Chapter 12: The Guardian of the Bridge



Day 196. Month 7, Day 16.

The rendezvous waypoint led Sarah to the outskirts of a small, forgotten town called Harmony
Creek. It was the last stop before the federally restricted land where Victor’s signal was
centered. The town was bisected by a narrow, muddy river. The main highway bridge lay
buckled and half-submerged, a victim of neglect and perhaps a flash flood long after the traffic
lights stopped changing.

Sarah had to cross using the only viable route: a rusting, hydraulic drawbridge for the old
railway line, built too high for the river’s surge.

She parked the truck a quarter mile away, taking a long moment to re-secure the straps on her
backpack. Her hands trembled slightly—not from cold, but from adrenaline. She was now within
the projected range of the other adults, and that was a greater threat than any virus.

The air here was damp and smelled of decaying leaves, a place where the viral ghost could
linger in the shadows. She pulled up the face of her respirator, securing the heavy filter, deciding
a mask was still necessary protection against the cold preservation caches.

She approached the drawbridge’s control shack. The entire structure was a monumental piece
of forgotten infrastructure, dependent on electrical power to move its massive counterweights.
The control shack’s door was bolted shut.

She scanned the area. There was a faint sound, not the mechanical hum of electricity, but a
cyclical thunk-thunk-thunk.

She followed the noise around the back of the shack and found the source: a small, portable
diesel generator, running with surprising smoothness, its exhaust pipe patched with fresh,
heat-resistant tape. The generator was running, providing the power to the bridge.

Agency.

Someone had been here recently, maintaining the structure. This was not the work of a
scavenger or a hermit; this was long-term, planned survival. It was the antithesis of the Silent
Die-Off she had witnessed everywhere else.

She approached the generator, but stopped, her breath freezing in her mask.

A woman, one of the Toddlers, was sitting directly in front of the generator, staring at the
spinning flywheel. She was perhaps in her late twenties, wearing clean, though tattered,
overalls. Her hair was neatly tied back. She wasn't playing or wandering; she was simply sitting,
like a silent, bored security guard.

Sarah realized the woman wasn't guarding the generator; she was an obstacle. The person who
set this up knew that no sane survivor would hurt a docile, regressed adult, forcing Sarah into a
moral calculation to simply turn off the generator.

The ethical dilemma—killing a vulnerable person to achieve her goal—hit Sarah with full force.
She couldn't kill her. But she needed to shut off the generator, move the cables, and reroute the
power to the bridge controls.

She spent ten minutes observing, her mind frantically searching for a distraction. Finally, she
spotted a small, ceramic garden gnome sitting near the woman’s foot. With painstaking
slowness, Sarah picked up a fist-sized rock and lobbed it a few yards away into a thicket.

The Toddler snapped her head toward the sound. Her eyes, filled with innocent curiosity, locked
onto the gnome. She stood up, slowly walked toward the noise, picked up the ceramic figure,
and began rocking it gently.



The moment of distraction was fleeting but sufficient. Sarah sprinted to the generator and flipped
the fuel switch. The thunk-thunk-thunk died into a sudden, deep silence.

She rerouted the cables, her mind now racing. The bridge controls lit up. She moved the
massive lever, and the rusted gears screamed in protest as the heavy counterweights slowly,
agonizingly began to rise, clearing the path to the other side.

As she worked, she noticed a small, laminated logbook zip-tied to the generator stand. She
opened it. Inside, a meticulous hand had logged fuel inputs, oil changes, and maintenance
checks for the last four months.

The final entry was dated three days ago. Below the maintenance check was a cryptic,
handwritten note:

“Agency is finite. Resources are not. The children have been taught to wait for the signal.”
Sarah’s blood ran cold. This wasn't a philosophical musing; it was a manifesto. It directly
addressed Victor’s radio message: "Distance minus agency." The author was claiming agency,
defining it as a finite resource, and implying that the infected were being used as a resource.
This survivor—this engineer or overseer—was not caring for the regressed out of compassion.
They had adapted the infected for their own purposes, using their docility and predictable
behavior to run checkpoints, creating a controlled, stable network.

Chapter 13: The Unflown Fleet

Day 197. Month 7, Day 17.

The realization that she was entering a controlled environment, a "Sanctuary” run by an
overseer with a utilitarian, chilling philosophy, solidified Sarah’s resolve to travel fast and far.
The man who set the Toddler to guard the bridge saw the regressed not as human victims, but
as resources—a threat far more intelligent and focused than the virus.

She needed to escape his network. Ground travel was too slow and predictable.

Sarah pulled out the satellite mapping unit. Before the collapse, she had maintained a private
pilot license, a skill long buried beneath years of epidemiological research. She needed an
airstrip. The map showed a small, privately owned general aviation field fifteen miles east, well
outside the major flight paths.

The Paradox of Full Tanks

She found the airport intact. The perimeter fence was draped with vines, but the main hangar
doors were merely latched, not secured. Inside, three small, single-engine aircraft—a Cessna
172, a Piper Archer, and a high-performance Mooney—sat gathering dust.

Sarah approached the Cessna, its simple mechanics preferable to the complex systems of the
Mooney. She opened the fuel cap and dipped a gauge. It came out soaked. She checked the
other tanks. The results were the same: full.

The paradox was staggering. The automated infrastructure collapse she had observed
everywhere else had, ironically, preserved the aircraft. The fuel pumps at the small, isolated
field, running on their own local power, had filled the tanks of the planes before the last
attendant either died or regressed, and then the pumps themselves had simply run dry. The
planes sat, perfectly fueled, waiting for a pilot who never arrived.

It was a testament to the world's instantaneous, simultaneous collapse—a frozen moment of
neglect.



Sarah’s hands, trained to measure viral particles and track epidemics, now moved with the
familiar confidence of a pilot. She checked the oil, the control surfaces, and the propeller. The
logbook was intact, showing the last flight was exactly seven months ago.

The Finality of Isolation

Pre-flight checks complete, Sarah climbed into the cockpit. She settled into the seat, the smell
of leather and aviation fuel a sudden, jarring connection to her past. She keyed the master
switch. The panel lights glowed, a comforting sight of functional complexity.

She paused, taking out the ham radio. She ran the coordinates to Victor’s signal through the
Cessna’s navigation system. The line drew across the continental map, pointing toward the
American interior.

She realized the truth of her six-month journey. The true nightmare of the "monopsychism"—the
belief that she was the only one left—was not that she was alone, but that she was correct.
She had not found a single true adult companion in Part .

* The Toddlers: Regressed, functioning infants.

* Victor's Signal: Almost certainly an automated loop or system glitch, confirmed by the
emotionless, repetitive message.

* The Bridge Overseer (Ethan Cole): A survivor, yes, but an antagonist—a man who had
compromised his humanity to survive.

Her six months of isolation was not a physical state; it was a philosophical conclusion. The
culture of adulthood—ambition, responsibility, planning—was extinct. She was the only
remaining vessel for its memory.

This new pilot, Ethan Cole, was not the answer to her loneliness; he was a problem she had to
bypass to reach the promise of a solution. The radio’s message of "Distance minus agency"
now seemed to be a warning about Cole: his controlled area demanded surrender of agency,
and Sarah was choosing distance instead.

She flipped the fuel selector and engaged the ignition. The engine coughed once, then caught,
roaring to life. The vibration felt immensely powerful, a massive, mechanical roar that drowned
out the quiet of the dying world.

Sarah taxied the Cessna onto the abandoned runway, turning her back on the terrestrial network
of the ruthless survivor. She pointed the nose toward Victor's coordinate. She was leaving the
viral contamination zones and the moral compromise of the ground, trusting her life to a
machine and an automated whisper.

Part I, the survival of the individual mind,
was over.
Part Il, the Confrontation, had begun.

Story Direction Discussion: Part | Complete
1. End of Isolation (Part I):

The initial phase, The Six-Month Scrutiny, is complete. Sarah has survived the viral shed, dealt
with the scientific reality of the infection (weaponized mRNA), the moral horrors of the
"caregiving apocalypse"”, and the psychological fracturing of monopsychism. The core
theme—surviving the viral shed period—is resolved.



2. Pivot to Confrontation (Part Il):

The story now transitions from a contest against the microbial world to a contest against a
hostile ideology. Sarah is flying toward Victor's signal, but she knows she is likely traveling into a
trap set by a functional, amoral survivor (Ethan Cole, the architect of The Sanctuary).

* The New Stakes: The focus shifts from time (the 1-hour SCBA clock) to space and morality.
Sarah must use her skills (pilot training, science) to navigate Cole's likely ground-based control
network.

* Maintaining the Loneliness: By confirming that Victor's signal is likely a ghost and by fleeing
Cole's compound, Sarah avoids the easy solution of companionship, preserving the novel's
unique tone of deep, profound isolation. She has the means to communicate, but no one to talk
to.

3. Set up for Part lll:

The final part will hinge on whether the initial hint of reversibility (the Toddler saying "Hel-I0") is
real. Sarah needs to reach a location (like an advanced lab or research hub) that will allow her
to test this possibility, leading to the ethical dilemma of experimenting on the non-consenting
regressed. The plane provides the perfect vehicle to rapidly reach such a remote, secure site.



