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Detective Nick Gatlin eased the unmarked car down St. Claude Avenue. Puddles stretched across cracked concrete, shimmering faintly under a thick layer of low clouds. The smell of wet earth mixed with rust and fuel hung heavy in the air. Hurricane Ida had battered this part of the city hard, flooding warehouses and shuttering businesses. Now the rain had stopped, but the damage remained visible in every corner.

Detective Maria Ramirez sat rigid in the passenger seat, her hand resting lightly on the grip of her SIG Sauer. Gatlin’s service weapon was holstered on his hip, familiar and reassuring. Neither spoke as they neared the flashing cluster of lights ahead.

Several cruisers and emergency vehicles crowded the broken street. Blue and red pulses cut across the slick pavement. Officers were already stringing up crime scene tape. Forensic techs moved in and out of the wreckage with cameras and evidence kits. Hazmat personnel stood in a tight huddle, speaking in clipped, tense tones.

Gatlin pulled the car to the curb and killed the engine. His boots splashed in the shallow water pooled along the edge as he stepped out. Ramirez followed, scanning the perimeter.

A young patrolman approached them, jaw tight, eyes wary. He looked about twenty-two and overwhelmed.

Gatlin flashed his badge. “Detective Gatlin, NOPD. This is Detective Ramirez.”

“Officer Hayes, sir,” the patrolman said. “I was first on scene. Called it in at 8:43. I secured the area and held back until backup arrived.”

“You see anyone when you got here?” Gatlin asked. “Witnesses? Survivors?”

Hayes shook his head. “No one. The truck was already hit, doors blown, back emptied. Just . . . the dead guards.”

Gatlin glanced past the cruisers toward the battered shell of the armored truck. Its rear doors hung open, twisted like paper. Rain clung to the windows in oily rivulets.

“You touch anything?” he asked.

“No, sir. I kept the scene intact. Let forensics take over once they get here.”

“You did right.”

Ramirez moved ahead toward the perimeter where yellow tape flapped in the wind. Officers had cordoned off a wide radius. Beyond it, the truck sat half-tilted in the street, its heavy armor scratched and dented. Security crates lay shattered nearby, some with gear spilling out.

“Worse than usual,” Maria said, voice low but steady. “Storm might’ve scared off witnesses. Nobody’s around.”

Near the back of the truck, two bodies lay sprawled on the wet asphalt. Their security uniforms were soaked and dirtied, but still recognizable. Each man had been shot. Gatlin crouched beside one of them. Blood pooled beneath the head, dark and thin.

“Execution style,” he muttered. “Close range. No hesitation.”

Maria knelt by the second guard, fingers gently lifting his chin. His expression was frozen in shock. “No signs of struggle. No radio. No drawn sidearm. This was clean. Fast.”

Inside the truck’s cargo area, hazmat specialists worked cautiously around a large, stainless steel container. It was smooth, unmarked, except for a small placard near the top. Gatlin stepped closer and read the label: Seraphim.

“Never heard of that before,” Maria said. She ran a gloved hand along its chilled surface. “Looks like a bio-storage unit.”

Then they saw the third body.

Half-hidden behind the container near the blown rear doors, another guard lay motionless. His vest was scorched, the edges blackened and curled from the blast. He had taken the brunt of the explosion.

“Instant kill,” Gatlin said, jaw tight.

The chemical smell in the air was faint but distinct—sharp, sterile, and unsettling.

He tapped the container. It felt cold, even in the humid air. “Could be refrigerated samples. Viruses. Something alive.”

Maria stepped back and crouched to inspect the truck floor. “Footprints here,” she said. “Muddy, leading toward the embankment. Trail cuts off fast—maybe a waiting vehicle.”

Gatlin nodded. “Floodwaters might’ve erased most of it, but not everything. Get forensics on that.”

“No manifest inside,” Maria added. “Either it was removed, or it never existed.”

They both looked back at the container.

“No valuables missing. Whoever did this wasn’t after cash,” she said.

“Then what?” Gatlin muttered. “That’s what we have to find out.”

He pulled out his phone and called dispatch.

“We’ve got something unusual in the truck. Possible biological threat.”

Maria’s eyes narrowed. “A bio-weapon in a vault truck? That’s a whole new level.”

Lightning cracked faintly on the horizon. Though the rain had paused, the sky threatened more. The container labeled Seraphim loomed behind them like an artifact from another world.

A forensic tech waved them over to the side of the loading dock. Gatlin and Maria followed, boots splashing through water and debris. The tech pointed to a mounted security panel near a metal door.

“No signs of forced entry,” he said. “But the system’s been wiped.”

“Remote access?” Gatlin asked.

“Could be. Could be an inside job.”

Maria stared up at the intact security camera. “If the footage’s gone, they came prepared. Not just shooters. Hackers. Planners.”

“Who owns the truck?” Gatlin asked.

“Vanguard Security Transport,” said another officer. “Private firm. High-risk logistics. They’ve done work for the feds.”

“Get us everything,” Maria said. “Drivers’ names. Cargo manifests. Staging logs. I want to know who signed for that container and where it was going.”

Gatlin ducked back inside the truck, this time scanning the container’s base. A faint serial number was etched near the bottom. He jotted it down.

Maria joined him a moment later. “Truck launched from a temporary depot outside New Orleans. Supposedly to avoid flood zones.”

“Routed dangerous cargo through a crippled zone,” Gatlin said. “Perfect cover.”

* * *
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Maria moved to the corner of the truck and knelt. Something glinted beneath the grated floor. She pried up a panel and retrieved a small black tag with a barcode and a stylized falcon emblem.

She held it out. “Recognize it?”

Gatlin studied it. “Not marked. But that falcon? Looks military.”

“Not U.S. standard,” Maria said. “I’ve seen similar in black project briefings.”

“You still have contacts in Defense?”

“Some. Not the kind who talk easily.”

“Push them anyway,” Gatlin said. “If that container came from a military lab, we need to know which one. And how it ended up in civilian hands.”

The wind picked up outside. Papers and leaves blew across the cracked lots. As they stepped down from the truck, a fresh round of rain began falling.

“Three dead guards,” Maria said. “A wiped surveillance feed. A container labeled like it came from a biblical fever dream.”

“And a company that hasn’t picked up a single phone call,” Gatlin added.

A uniformed officer jogged over, an uneasy look on his face. “Detectives. You might want to see this.”

They followed him down a gravel path behind a row of partially flooded dumpsters. The officer pointed to a half-submerged crate wedged behind the bins. Faded Russian lettering covered one side.

“Cyrillic,” Maria said.

Gatlin crouched beside it. “Medical transport box. Cold War-era, maybe.”

“Meaning what?” the officer asked.

“Meaning this isn’t local,” Gatlin said. “This goes back decades.”

Maria stared at the crate. “What are the odds we’re dealing with something Soviet—something that wasn’t supposed to resurface?”

A gust of wind howled through the trees beyond the lot. Gatlin narrowed his eyes. For just a second, he thought he saw movement at the edge of the woods. A shape, a figure—watching.

Then it was gone.

“We need to lock this down,” he said. “Get federal eyes on it before it disappears.”

Maria nodded. “We’re sitting on something big, Gatlin. I can feel it.”

“Yeah,” he said, gaze still fixed on the shadows. “And someone else knows we’re here.”
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Rain pressed against the windshield of the black SUV as Gatlin stared at the warehouse across the dockyard. Piles of warped shipping containers leaned against each other like broken teeth. A towboat churned out on the river, dragging a trail of brown foam.

Maria adjusted her jacket and stepped out. Gatlin followed, his boots landing in ankle-deep water. The docks still reeked of oil, salt, and decay from the flood, and the puddles hid slicks of diesel and garbage. Somewhere in the distance, a generator buzzed.

“Contact’s name is Curtis Bell,” Maria said, eyes scanning the nearby structures. “Says he saw the truck leave right before the shooting.”

They walked past a rusted forklift, its cage crushed inward as if hit by something heavy. The warehouse roof was split in places, revealing insulation hanging like wet cotton.

Curtis Bell sat on a stack of pallets beneath a broken awning. He held a cigarette between two fingers, the paper crumbling at the edges from the damp. His eyes flicked to them, narrowing.

“You're the ones looking into that mess?” he asked, voice rough.

Gatlin stopped a few feet away, resting his hand near the Glock holstered at his hip. “You, Curtis?”

“Yeah. I was working swing shift when it happened. Heard gunfire, then nothing but sirens.”

Maria took out her notebook. “You mentioned a truck. Tell us what you saw.”

Curtis leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Around midnight, I was unloading cable reels near Warehouse C. The Lights were out from the storm, but I had my flashlight. That’s when I saw it. Black utility truck. No plates. It pulled out slow, like it didn’t care who saw.”

“Blacked-out windows?” Gatlin asked.

“Yeah. The whole thing looked custom. Quiet engine, too. No rumble like a diesel.”

Maria’s pen moved fast. “You get a look at the driver?”

Curtis shook his head. “Too dark. But there were two in front, I think. Big guys. One leaned out the window before they turned. Almost looked right at me.”

Gatlin watched Curtis’s face. “Did he say anything?”

“No. Just stared. Then they rolled off toward the access road. Five minutes later, I heard shots.”

Maria lowered her pen. “Why didn’t you report that earlier?”

Curtis flicked ash into the puddle beside him. “I did. Told the first uniforms that showed. Don’t think they cared. Said it looked like a robbery.”

“Nothing was missing,” Gatlin said. “Have you ever seen that truck before?”

Curtis paused, then nodded once. “A few weeks back. It was parked near Dock 4, right at shift change. I remember because the lights were still off, but I could hear music inside. Jazz, old stuff. Stuck with me.”

Gatlin glanced at Maria. “You’re sure it was the same truck?”

“Same build. Same shape. That blackout paint, you don’t forget it.”

Maria tore out a page from her pad and handed it to Curtis. “Write down anything else you remember. Stickers, scratches, logos. Anything.”

Curtis took the page with a grunt. “You folks think this is something bigger, don’t you?”

Gatlin didn’t answer. He looked past Curtis at the far end of the dock where the refrigerated container had been found. In the gray light, the outline of tire tracks was just visible in the mud. Heavy treads, deeper on the left side. Something overloaded.

Maria closed her notebook. “We may reach out again.”

Curtis stood and gave a short nod. “Hope you figure it out. The place has been crawling with weirdos since the flood. People coming and going at night, always in pairs, always quiet.”

“What kind of people?” Gatlin asked.

“Not workers. Suits. No logos on their gear. Talking in clipped tones. Like military, but not. One of ’em carried a Geiger counter.”

Gatlin’s jaw tightened. “You ever seen them near the Seraphim container?”

Curtis hesitated. “I didn’t know what was in it. But yeah. Two nights before the shooting, they were looking it over. Had it half-uncrated. Like they were checking the seals.”

Maria gave Gatlin a look. “That’s a hell of a coincidence.”

Curtis nodded. “Sure is.”

They left him and walked back toward their vehicle. The sky had turned a bruised yellow behind thick clouds. A ship’s horn echoed from upriver.

Inside the SUV, Gatlin wiped condensation from the rearview mirror and started the engine. “We need to get eyes on that paperwork. Chain of custody. That container wasn’t random.”

Maria tapped her phone, scrolling through their earlier notes. “It was logged under a DOE subcontract. Black budget. Hidden inside a routine energy transport manifest.”

“Who signed off?”

“Name’s redacted. But the routing codes trace back to a logistics company in Alexandria. One that used to handle Cold War munitions disposal.”

Gatlin let out a slow breath. “Then it’s not just a theft. Someone wanted that container taken. No cash touched. Guards executed. Quiet and surgical.”

Maria looked out the window, watching rain gather in rivulets across the glass. “Someone knew exactly what they were after. And they didn’t want survivors.”

The SUV pulled away from the dock. Behind them, Curtis lit another cigarette and watched until they disappeared into the mist.

* * *
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The government logistics office sat behind two layers of fencing on the outskirts of Baton Rouge, marked by a weather-beaten sign that read R. L. Carson Holdings, Inc. No other markings. No flag. The building looked like it hadn’t been updated since the Reagan years. Brick facade, faded window tint, security cameras with blinking red lights that followed the SUV as it rolled in.

Maria parked near the front entrance, beside a white van with Department of Energy plates. She shut the engine off and looked at Gatlin.

“This is where the manifest led?”

Gatlin nodded. “Routing code tags match. Everything points to them handling the Seraphim container before it was loaded on that armored rig.”

They stepped into a lobby that smelled like metal polish and old carpet. A receptionist behind thick glass glanced up. Her badge read K. Mallory. Her hair was pinned back, her blouse military-pressed.

“We’re here regarding a shipment routed through your facility last week,” Maria said, flashing her badge. “FBI.”

Mallory didn't blink. “You’ll need clearance for internal manifests. That requires a supervisor.”

Gatlin leaned forward, his voice low. “We're not here to wait. Get us someone who knows about Department of Energy transfers processed between the 23rd and 26th. Refrigerated cargo. Black label. Code name: Seraphim.”

Mallory tapped a few keys. “Wait here.”

The doors behind her buzzed open two minutes later, and a man in a navy suit stepped out. His walk had a stiff rhythm, like he’d once marched in formation and never forgotten how. His ID badge read Mark Cullen, Logistics Supervisor.

“Special Agents,” he said. “Come with me.”

Cullen led them through a maze of linoleum halls lined with bolted filing cabinets and locked doors. Gatlin noticed the smell change—cooler, more sterile—the further in they went. They passed a vault door with a retinal scanner and entered a small conference room.

Cullen closed the blinds before speaking. “Seraphim was logged as a high-security energy sample bound for a DOE research site in North Carolina. Designation ‘medical isotope.’”

“That’s not what we found at the ambush site,” Maria said. “We found three dead guards and a container designed for deep-freeze containment. No isotope tags. No medical markings.”

Cullen opened a folder and slid it across the table. “That’s the original bill of lading. It was routed under DOE-A75 clearance. That puts it above my pay grade. I never saw what was inside.”

Gatlin picked up the sheet. “This subcontractor... Coldbridge Solutions. That name mean anything to you?”

Cullen nodded once. “They show up once or twice a year. Handle black transfers. No return addresses. Always escorted.”

Maria leaned forward. “Escorted by who?”

“Private security. Not DOE. Not DOD either. Gear’s always unmarked, but their lead operator goes by the name Harlan. Tall. Burn scar on the left cheek. Dead eyes.”

Gatlin froze. The name hit him like a hammer. “Harlan Gray?”

Cullen’s eyes narrowed. “You know him?”

Gatlin didn’t answer. Maria stepped in. “What else do you know about this Coldbridge group?”

“They lease space here to mask the origin of certain cargo. Transfer it to state-cleared manifests, then pass it off as DOE equipment. Sometimes containers. Sometimes caskets.”

Maria pushed her chair back. “Caskets?”

Cullen didn’t blink. “You didn’t hear that from me.”

Gatlin’s voice was flat. “We need copies of everything tied to that manifest. All paperwork, personnel logs, and camera footage. If this cargo went out under your roof, we need to know who signed it and who moved it.”

“I’ll get you what I can,” Cullen said. “But anything tagged A75 or higher is burned from the system after transit. They don't leave traces.”

Maria stood and adjusted her holster. “You just did.”

Outside, the wind had picked up. Clouds dragged low over the city like wet blankets, and the air smelled of static.

They walked to the SUV in silence. Inside, Gatlin opened his phone and pulled up a grainy photo—a military file, dated 2003. The man in the picture had a burn scar curving from cheek to jaw. Cold, still eyes.

“Harlan Gray,” he said. “Ex-CIA. Last seen operating overseas during Phoenix Fold. After that, he went black.”

“Phoenix Fold was a cleanup op,” Maria said. “Didn’t they shut that project down?”

Gatlin stared at the photo. “No. They buried it. Different thing.”

Maria looked at him. “You know him?”

“He was my instructor. Years ago. He trained wet teams. Biologicals, irregular warfare, real basement-level programs. Disappeared after an op in Belarus.”

“And now he’s guarding containers labeled Seraphim.”

Gatlin nodded. “Which means someone’s moving legacy tech. Bio-weapons left over from the Cold War black projects. Stuff even the Agency pretends never existed.”

Maria opened the folder Cullen gave them. “Then whoever took the container knew exactly what they were stealing. And they had help from someone with clearance high enough to wipe the trail.”

Gatlin leaned back in the seat and exhaled through his nose. “This isn't just a theft. It’s a deployment.”

Maria looked over. “Then the question is... when?”
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The FEMA office smelled of coffee and damp carpet. Fluorescent light buzzed overhead, throwing a pale wash across walls lined with bulletin boards and disaster maps. Gatlin leaned against the edge of a table, arms crossed, eyes fixed on the woman standing across from him.

Marla Leclerc didn’t look like a government paper-pusher. Her short jacket clung to her frame like armor, her gaze steady. A folder sat unopened in her hand. Her badge hung from a lanyard around her neck, FEMA ID visible beneath the clear plastic.

“Thanks for making time,” Gatlin said. He motioned toward the table. “Mind if we get right to it?”

Maria stood nearby, her arms folded, weight on her back foot. Her SIG sat snug in its holster, untouched but never forgotten. She watched Leclerc the way a wolf watches a stranger who knows its name.

Leclerc placed the folder on the table and opened it. “You’re here about the container,” she said, her voice even.

“We’re here about what was inside it,” Maria replied. “The label said ‘Seraphim.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

Leclerc’s hands paused. She kept her eyes on the folder. “It means someone made a mistake. That container wasn’t supposed to move. Not now, not during a federal disaster.”

Gatlin stepped closer. “Mistake or not, three men are dead. That thing was hit with precision. It wasn’t a smash-and-grab. It was targeted. You’re suggesting it was being stored here?”

“No,” Leclerc said. “It was never supposed to be near civilians. It was being transferred under high classification. Hurricane hit, transport lines shifted, and paperwork changed hands too many times. Somewhere in the mess, someone decided to move it off the books.”

“Who authorized it?” Maria asked.

“That’s the thing.” Leclerc pulled out a page from the folder. “The transport was subcontracted through a DoE black contract. The trail goes cold after that.”

Gatlin scanned the document. Most of it was redacted. The few legible lines referenced Delta Labs and a series of internal codes.

“Delta Labs?” he said.

Leclerc nodded. “You’ve heard of it?”

“Only in rumors,” Gatlin replied. “Cold War-era facility, bio-weapons research. Shut down years ago after an internal breach.”

Maria glanced at Gatlin. “What kind of breach?”

Leclerc took a breath, her voice lower now. “There was an incident in ‘92. Unconfirmed reports said a prototype agent escaped containment. The facility went dark three weeks later. The official story was structural failure. But I’ve seen the old debriefs. There were no survivors on record.”

Gatlin placed the page back down. “And now something from that place just happened to show up in an armored truck in New Orleans after a hurricane?”

“That container was classified Level Five containment. It’s supposed to be under triple lock at a secure storage vault. One of only three in the country.”

Maria’s brow furrowed. “So why was it moving?”

Leclerc hesitated. “I can only speculate. Someone wanted it moved quietly, off-grid. Ida gave them cover.”

Gatlin studied her face. “You knew it was missing before we walked in?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I wasn’t supposed to. A colleague at DoE flagged the transport order as irregular. Then he disappeared.”

Maria’s voice sharpened. “Disappeared how?”

“His house burned down. He wasn’t inside.”

Gatlin straightened. “You think he ran?”

“No. I think someone wanted to clean up the leak. I think you’ve got more than just rogue contractors. You’ve got someone with access, clearance, and motive.”

The air in the room shifted. Outside the windows, the city still held its breath after the storm. Sirens murmured in the distance. The scent of mildew crept in from a nearby hallway.

Gatlin opened his notepad. “What can you tell us about Seraphim itself?”

Leclerc pulled out another sheet. This one had a diagram—cylindrical casing, pressure seals, internal cooling unit. “It’s a delivery system for a Class Four viral agent. No official name. Just code ‘SVX-39.’ Designed to be temperature-stable, airborne in under sixty seconds once exposed to open air.”

Maria looked at the diagram. “Weaponized?”

Leclerc nodded. “Highly. Designed for fast dispersion in urban environments. High mortality. No vaccine. It was mothballed under an international treaty. Supposedly destroyed.”

“But now it’s out there,” Gatlin said.

“Yes,” Leclerc replied. “And someone’s gone to a lot of trouble to make sure it stays unaccounted for.”

Maria looked at Gatlin, her expression unreadable. “Any known buyers? Groups that might want something like this?”

Leclerc closed the folder. “There’s chatter, always. Doomsday cults. Black-market collectors. States that want deniability. But this? It’s bigger. The operation would it take to extract something from Delta Labs and then move it through a disaster zone? That’s not small-time.”

Gatlin’s jaw tightened. “You think someone’s planning to use it?”

“I think someone already has a target in mind,” Leclerc said.

The room fell quiet.

Outside, the storm had passed, but its shadow lingered. Rainwater still lapped at curbs. Lights flickered across empty streets.

Gatlin glanced at Maria. Her eyes were already locked on his.

They didn’t need to speak. The investigation had just shifted from murder to containment. And maybe something worse.

* * *
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The rain had stopped, but the sky still hung low and gray over the Ninth Ward as Maria and Gatlin stepped out of the FEMA building. The streets glistened with standing water, reflecting the remnants of a city still trying to breathe.

Maria pulled her jacket tighter and scanned the street as if something might be watching. A delivery van rumbled past, tires hissing on wet asphalt. She leaned close to Gatlin.

“She’s holding back.”

Gatlin didn’t look at her. “Of course she is. But what she did give us lines up.”

Maria nodded, eyes sharp. “Delta Labs. We need to find it.”

He unlocked the Charger and slid behind the wheel. Maria climbed into the passenger seat, the leather cold against her back. The car smelled faintly of gun oil and stale coffee. The engine turned over with a growl.

“Pulling up archived maps now,” Gatlin said, thumbing through his tablet. “Delta Labs was decommissioned in ‘93. The site was owned by a DoE front called Kearson Logistics. The facility was listed as condemned after flood damage. But the blueprints were never deleted.”

He turned the screen toward her. A layout appeared—three levels underground, isolated chambered wings, airlocks, and coolant tanks.

Maria’s gaze narrowed. “That’s not a research lab. That’s a vault.”

Gatlin nodded. “They weren’t studying anything down there. They were storing it.”

She studied the access routes. “Location?”

“Fort Polk,” Gatlin said. “Or what used to be Fort Polk. It’s all overgrown now. Half the forest reclaimed it after the base closed.”

Maria traced a finger along the map. “Only one road in. No way in hell a container like Seraphim made it out of there without someone covering for it.”

Gatlin set the tablet down. “We’re not getting inside without clearance. If we try, it’ll trigger an alert.”

Maria leaned back. “Then we need someone who’s been there.”

He looked at her. “You’re thinking of him.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Dr. Anton Rourke.”

Gatlin shook his head. “He’s been missing since 2012.”

“Not missing,” Maria said. “In hiding. He went off-grid after the Congressional hearings. He worked at Delta Labs in its last years. He’d know what Seraphim is—and who would want it now.”

“You think he’s alive?”

She turned toward the window, watching a bird take flight from a broken lamppost. “I think if he were dead, we’d have a body. And someone like Rourke doesn’t vanish unless he knows something that can still get him killed.”

Gatlin drummed his fingers against the wheel. “You kept in contact?”

“No,” she said. “But I kept track. The last ping was in Arkansas. He used a burner to send a message to his old assistant. Nothing direct, just coordinates and a phrase.”

“What phrase?”

Maria looked over. “'Red sky before morning.'” 

Gatlin’s jaw flexed. “Biblical.”

“He always was the poetic type,” Maria said.

Gatlin turned the key and pulled out onto the flooded road. “So, we track him down.”

Maria nodded. “And we get him talking.”

They drove in silence for a while. The streets passed in shades of blue and rust, the storm’s scars still visible. Downed power lines coiled like snakes around light poles. A child’s toy floated in the gutter.

As they hit the overpass toward the interstate, Gatlin spoke again. “What if he’s working with them?”

Maria didn’t answer right away.

“If Rourke’s involved,” she said, “it’s not because he wants to be. He was the one who blew the whistle before the hearings. He knew the line between containment and genocide. That’s why they buried him.”

Gatlin checked the rearview. No tails. No unmarked vehicles. Yet the feeling didn’t leave him. The tension clung to his skin like the wet heat in the air.

“We’re walking into something big,” he said.

Maria looked at him. “We’ve already stepped in it.”

He nodded. “We need to be ready.”

“I am,” she said.

Her hand brushed against her SIG. It was second nature by now. Gatlin’s Glock sat ready by his thigh.

They weren’t just chasing a suspect anymore. They were chasing a shadow. And the further they followed it, the colder the trail felt. Not because it was old, but because someone had frozen it clean.

They reached the edge of the city by nightfall. The road curved toward an open highway, trees looming on either side, the storm debris thinning but never disappearing.

Maria tapped her phone and pulled up a file she'd hidden months ago. A collection of old Rourke lectures, photographs, and surveillance notes. Most of it is useless. One stood out—a photo from 2007. Rourke is shaking hands with a man in a black suit outside a research facility.

Gatlin glanced at it. “Who’s that?”

“Unknown,” she said. “No ID, no tags. But he shows up again in a classified DoE file from ‘09. Tied to something called Project Sable.”

Gatlin blinked. “That’s the same name on the back of the transport order. Sable Logistics.”

Maria nodded. “It’s not just a cover. It’s the operation.”

Gatlin’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Then we’re already behind.”

“But not blind,” Maria said.

The forest ahead stretched long and silent, the sky growing darker. Somewhere out there, Anton Rourke was waiting. So was the truth.

And whatever Seraphim was—it hadn’t been unleashed yet.

Not yet.
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Rain pelted the windshield as Gatlin turned off the main road. The cruiser’s tires hissed across the shallow floodwater that covered the overgrown path to Delta Labs. The building stood like a wound in the land—gray, slouched, flanked by drowned trees and sagging power lines.

“This is it?” Maria asked, sitting forward in the passenger seat, her fingers resting near her holstered SIG Sauer.

Gatlin nodded. “Delta Labs. Shut down after the funding dried up. Nobody's supposed to be here.”

They stepped out into ankle-deep water. The air smelled of mold and chemical rot. A crooked chain-link fence stood open, and the lock snapped. Gatlin scanned the area, hand brushing over the grip of his Glock 19.

Inside, the facility looked as though it had been abandoned mid-sentence. A rolling chair lay toppled in the hallway, its wheel still tethered to a broken desk. Yellowed biohazard signs curled at the corners. The walls dripped with condensation. Broken fluorescent lights flickered above them.

“No signs of animals. No graffiti either,” Maria said. “Too clean for a dead site.”

Gatlin agreed. “Someone's kept people out—or tried to.”

They moved past shattered security glass into the main lab wing. A mural of DNA strands and molecular diagrams covered the wall above a set of double doors. Gatlin pushed one open, his arm steady, clearing the corners with his weapon.

The lab reeked of rust and something medicinal. Metal carts were upturned, paper reports soaked and smeared on the floor. An overturned cooler with the Delta Labs insignia sat in the middle of the room.

Gatlin crouched. The cooler had been pried open. Its interior is dry. “Whatever was here, someone took it.”

“Think this was the container Marla mentioned?” Maria asked, circling the edge of the room, inspecting fallen shelves and cracked cabinets.

“No refrigeration unit. Wrong shape. But it was moved out in a hurry.”

They moved deeper, following a hallway that led to what had once been the quarantine wing. The thick air hung heavier here. Red tape flapped near the frame of a blast door. It had been sheared open, the edges burned and melted. Gatlin knelt, running a finger along the scorch marks.

“Thermite?” Maria asked.

“Looks like it. Someone wanted in bad.”

Past the door, the hallway descended slightly. The floor sloped toward a lower level that had taken on floodwater. They waded down, their flashlights catching glimpses of floating clipboards, overturned sample containers, and tangled wires hanging like seaweed.

In the control room, shattered monitors faced a dark window into an observation chamber. Gatlin wiped the fogged glass with his sleeve. Inside, the chamber was stripped bare. Only stains remained along the grated floor. Faint outlines of containment pods were burned into the steel.

“This was a holding room,” Gatlin said. “Multiple samples. Probably biological.”

Maria pointed to a black smear on the wall. “Some of it wasn’t cleaned up. They evacuated before the storm hit, but they didn’t get everything.”

Gatlin stood still, thoughts racing. “Or they took what mattered and destroyed the rest. No files. No drives.”

He checked the nearby cabinet drawers. Most were empty. In one, he found a laminated log sheet still clinging to the inside wall, warped from moisture. The final entry read: Transfer approved. Destination: TBA. Cargo sealed under Class Red protocols.

He handed it to Maria.

“That’s not a routine shipment,” she said.

“No. This was rushed. Someone high up signed off on this without protocol. Red class means biological agents that can’t be moved without DoE or military oversight.”

They exited the lab into a narrow maintenance hallway. On the wall, faded photographs showed staff gatherings—smiling faces, clipboards, coffee mugs, science jokes. One photo showed a man Gatlin recognized. White lab coat. Sharp features. Confident posture.

“Voss,” Gatlin muttered.

Maria turned. “Your old mentor?”

Gatlin nodded. “He was here. That confirms it.”

A calendar on the adjacent corkboard stopped at August 2024, days before Ida-2 hit. Paper notices detailed mandatory evacuation and transport orders. The staff hadn't had time to finish clearing the wing. The mess left behind wasn’t sloppy—it was calculated.

They emerged into the rear dock. The bay doors were half-open, stuck from rust. Outside, tire tracks had been etched into the dirt and waterlogged gravel. Thick grooves from a heavy vehicle—recent.

Maria took a photo of the tracks. “Someone came through here after the storm. That container didn’t just vanish. It was moved.”

Gatlin nodded. “And they wanted us to think it was destroyed or lost. But it’s out there, Maria. Somewhere in the open.”

The silence returned, broken only by distant thunder. Gatlin looked back at the facility, its windows hollow and still.

“This place wasn’t just a lab,” he said. “It was a vault. And someone opened it.”

Maria adjusted her grip on the SIG, eyes narrowing toward the distant treeline. “Then we find out who. And we find out what they took.”

Gatlin didn’t answer. He looked down at the soaked log sheet in his hand, then at the mark on the chamber wall. Something about the pattern gnawed at him. A chemical signature, maybe. Or worse.

They had stumbled onto something older than the hurricane. Older than this lab. Something built in secret, buried in science, stripped of conscience.

He turned toward the car, wind pressing cold through his jacket. “Let’s get this to Marla. She needs to see it.”

Maria followed, silent and focused, boots leaving ripples across the flooded ground. Behind them, the ruins of Delta Labs loomed, a relic of a project never meant to see the light.

* * *
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The storm receded as they left Delta Labs behind, but the roads were still cloaked in floodwater and silence. Gatlin drove in measured bursts, eyes fixed ahead while his thoughts circled the same point—Julian Voss. The photo at the lab had confirmed it. His mentor had been there, but his name hadn’t appeared on any official logs in years.

Maria watched him from the passenger seat. “You think Voss ran the operation? That he moved the virus himself?”

Gatlin kept his voice even. “If he did, there’s a reason. Voss never did anything without one.”

The safehouse was a boarded-up funeral home repurposed during the early pandemic years by FEMA and Homeland. Gatlin keyed in the entry code and waited for the lock to disengage. Inside, old flowers had been stripped from vases, and the lobby furniture was covered with plastic. One room in the back had been converted into a secure comms node.

Maria set her gear on a folding table. Gatlin opened his encrypted laptop and connected a black satellite module. He scrolled through directories until he found a contact listing that hadn’t pinged green in almost a year: “VJ Voss | Site Echo.”

“Last known address was a private research cabin in Calcasieu Parish,” Gatlin said. “But that’s just what the government thinks. Voss had backups. Hidden lines.”

He input a secondary access code. A dead channel crackled, then blinked with a faint signal. Gatlin tried the secure line, waited. Static. Then, faint clicks. A response. Text flashed across the screen.

ACCESS ID RECOGNIZED
TALK FAST
RELAY UNSTABLE
Gatlin typed quickly. "Voss. Delta Labs breached. Seraphim container missing. Where are you?"

A pause. Then: "You should not be looking for me. Turn back."

Maria leaned in. “He’s alive.”

Gatlin typed again. "Phantom is involved. The container was moved. I saw evidence in your lab."

The screen paused longer this time.

"I moved it. Before the storm. I had to. You don’t understand what Seraphim is capable of."

Maria pointed to the screen. “Ask where he moved it.”

Gatlin typed. "Where is the container now?"

"That information would kill you. Or worse. They are watching everything."

“Who’s they?” Maria asked.

Before Gatlin could type again, the screen went black. The signal dropped.

Gatlin slammed the lid shut. “He cut the connection. That line’s probably burned now.”

Maria paced the room. “He moved it before the hurricane. That means this wasn’t opportunistic. He saw the storm as cover.”

“Or he knew something was coming,” Gatlin said. He stared at the dead screen. “And he thought he could keep it out of the wrong hands.”

He pulled out a field notebook and flipped to an old entry—notes from his last conversation with Voss, a year ago. They’d spoken in a train station café outside Washington, a meeting arranged without phones. Voss had been pale, distracted, but driven.

“He told me he was working on something that frightened him. Said it wasn’t a virus in the traditional sense. Called it a neurological shaper.”

Maria raised a brow. “Shaper?”

“Something that doesn’t just infect. It rewrites patterns. Thought. Memory. Decision-making.”

Maria looked grim. “Weaponized behavior.”

“Exactly.”

They stood in silence.

Then Gatlin opened a drawer beneath the folding table. He pulled out a metal briefcase and unlocked it. Inside were hard copies of Delta Labs personnel, sealed files, and an old keycard labeled REDACCESS-VOSS.

“This card might still work at any facility Voss is tied to the Seraphim project,” Gatlin said. “If we can find one still standing.”

Maria flipped through the photos until she paused on one: a warehouse manifest stamped with a Department of Energy symbol and a routing address near Chalmette.

“This came up when we traced the Seraphim paperwork last week. Maybe Voss redirected it there.”

“Or he staged it there before moving it again,” Gatlin said.

Maria looked toward the boarded window. “Then we follow his steps. Find the next site.”

Gatlin nodded. He opened a topographic map and circled the Chalmette location. “We head there before nightfall.”

As they gathered their gear, Maria paused.

“Why didn’t he tell you everything?” she asked. “If he trusts you.”

“He doesn’t know who’s listening,” Gatlin said. “And maybe... he’s not sure I’d agree with what he’s done.”

They exited the safehouse into thick humidity. The sky overhead remained bruised, lit faintly by the remnants of the storm. As they climbed into the car, Maria glanced back toward the funeral home.

“Voss said the truth could kill us. I’m starting to believe him.”

Gatlin started the engine. “Good. Because now we’re too far in to stop.”

They drove off, the tires cutting through stagnant water and debris. The city around them whispered of things buried and waiting—memories drowned, and sins that refused to stay dead.
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Chapter 5
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The sun was low, casting long shadows across the cracked parking lot of Delta Labs. The building’s front façade bore the scars of floodwater and time—walls streaked with black mold, glass fractured like spiderwebs. The storm had left behind a rank stench that clung to everything.

Gatlin and Maria stepped through the sagging double doors, weapons drawn, flashlights slicing through the darkness. The smell inside was worse. Damp insulation, chemicals, rot.

Maria held her SIG Sauer at the ready. “This place wasn’t just abandoned. It was scrubbed.”

Gatlin moved ahead, sweeping his Glock across a corridor that once held reception desks and security checkpoints. “Not scrubbed well enough.”

They passed a hallway lined with empty office cubicles. On one desk, a mug with the Delta Labs insignia sat untouched, stained with mold. Paperwork was scattered on the floor—personnel files, research logs, logistics forms. None of it is recent.

The air carried the low buzz of dead electronics and decay. A toppled emergency light blinked with failing power.

They entered a laboratory wing marked RESTRICTED: LEVEL 3 ACCESS ONLY. Gatlin used the REDACCESS-VOSS keycard. The light on the scanner flickered green, and the door creaked open.

Inside, chaos had taken root. Tables lay overturned. Cabinet doors hung open. Vials, shattered. Biohazard signs peeled from the walls. Some equipment was gone entirely, leaving cables dangling and outlines in dust.

Maria moved toward a freezer unit bolted to the wall. She yanked it open. Empty.

“This is where Seraphim
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