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​Chapter 1 — The Vanishing Hour
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Rain hammered the city like fists against glass.

At 12:43 AM, Commissioner Adrian Vale stepped out of a government sedan beneath the yellow glow of a streetlamp outside his apartment building. Two bodyguards followed close behind him, coats damp from the storm, eyes scanning the empty road.

The city looked dead.

No traffic.
No late-night vendors.
Only rainwater crawling through gutters.
Vale adjusted his collar and glanced upward toward the dark windows of his apartment tower.

“Power’s flickering again,” one guard muttered.

The second guard reached for the entrance door.

That was when every streetlight died.

Darkness swallowed the road instantly.

The bodyguards reacted fast. Flashlights came up. Pistols drawn.

“Move inside, sir.”

Vale didn’t move.

Across the street, faint headlights appeared through the rain.

A black delivery van.

No company markings.
No license plate.
The vehicle stopped without sound. Too smooth. Too controlled.

The guards aimed immediately.
“Stay back!”
The rear doors burst open.

Not gunmen. Gas canisters.
Three metal cylinders rolled across the flooded street.
“Mask—”

White smoke exploded upward.

One bodyguard fired blindly before collapsing onto his knees coughing blood. The second tried dragging Vale toward the entrance, but shapes emerged through the smoke wearing black raincoats and military respirators.

Silent. Professional.
No shouting. No panic.
One attacker struck the second guard with an electric baton hard enough to drop him instantly.

Vale staggered backward, pulling a pistol from inside his coat. His hand shook.
“You have no idea what you’re doing,” he barked.
A masked figure stepped forward slowly.
“You’re wrong,” the figure said calmly.
“We know exactly who you are.”
Then came the gunshot.

Not from the attackers. From above.

The second bodyguard’s skull burst against the apartment steps. Sniper.

Vale froze. Rain washed blood down the concrete stairs in thin pink rivers.

The masked figure grabbed Vale by the arm before he could scream. A needle slid into his neck. Ten seconds later, the commissioner collapsed unconscious into the attackers’ arms.

The van disappeared into the storm.
And the city remained asleep.



At 12:58 AM, across the other side of London, Deputy Commander Elias Mercer sat inside an armored convoy moving through the financial district.

Four escort vehicles surrounded him. Standard protocol. Mercer hated it.

He loosened his tie and checked his watch impatiently.
“You know,” he muttered to the driver, “if they spent half this security budget fixing the department elevators, maybe people would stop quitting.”
The driver laughed nervously.

Then the lead escort vehicle exploded.

The blast shook the street like an earthquake. Flames erupted upward, illuminating rain and shattered glass. The convoy screeched sideways as tires lost grip.

“MOVE!”

Gunfire erupted instantly from rooftops. Not wild shooting. Controlled bursts. Precise.

Mercer ducked as bullets shattered the armored windows. The driver screamed. Blood sprayed across the dashboard. A black SUV smashed into the convoy’s side hard enough to flip the rear escort vehicle completely onto its roof.

Mercer grabbed his sidearm with trembling hands.
“What the hell is happening?”
No response. Only gunfire.

The convoy doors were ripped open. Mercer fired twice into the darkness. A figure wearing night-vision goggles appeared inches from him.

Another gunshot. Mercer expected pain. Instead, the attacker beside him collapsed backward with a bullet through his throat.

Someone else was shooting. From where?

More shadows moved through smoke and rain. Mercer suddenly realized something horrifying. The attackers weren’t trying to kill him. They were protecting him.

Two masked men dragged him from the vehicle while firing at police reinforcements arriving nearby.
“Let me go!”
One of the kidnappers leaned close enough for Mercer to hear.
“If you want to stay alive,” the man whispered, “stop resisting.”
A cloth covered Mercer’s mouth. Darkness swallowed him.



At 1:11 AM, Superintendent Clara Whitmore vanished from inside a locked penthouse apartment with twelve security cameras watching every entrance.

Nobody saw her leave. Her security team found only broken glass near the balcony and a half-finished cup of tea still warm beside her chair.

One camera briefly captured a shape standing behind her before static consumed the footage.

By 1:30 AM, five senior police officials had disappeared. No organization claimed responsibility. No demands arrived. And the government entered panic.



At 2:07 AM, Dr. Milo Hart woke to violent knocking against the apartment door. He stumbled from bed half-awake, nearly slipping on scattered medical journals.
“Coming,” he groaned.
The knocking continued. Fast. Urgent.

Milo opened the door. Sebastian Holt entered immediately without speaking. Rainwater dripped from Holt’s dark coat onto the wooden floor. His sharp grey eyes looked unusually focused. Dangerously focused.

Milo frowned.
“You look terrible.”
“So does the city.”

Holt removed wet gloves slowly. Milo noticed something strange. Holt’s hands were shaking slightly. That almost never happened.

“What’s wrong?”

“Five senior officers disappeared tonight.”

Milo blinked.
“What?”
“Kidnapped. Coordinated attacks across the city.”

“That’s impossible.”

“No,” Holt said quietly.
“Organized.”
Milo stared at him.
“You’ve already seen the crime scenes?”
“Three of them.”

“And?”

Holt remained silent for several seconds. Outside, thunder rolled across the city skyline. Finally, Holt spoke.
“The kidnappers knew convoy routes, security rotations, camera blind spots, and emergency response times.”
Milo felt cold suddenly.
“Someone inside the department helped them.”
Holt lit a cigarette absentmindedly, though he rarely smoked anymore.
“That alone isn’t the troubling part.”
“What is?”

“They kidnapped exactly five officers.”

“Yes?”

“All five were connected sixteen years ago.”

“To what?”

Holt’s expression darkened.
“A classified anti-narcotics operation officially buried after seventeen civilians died during a warehouse raid.”
Milo frowned.
“I don’t remember hearing about that.”
“You weren’t supposed to.”

Rain battered the windows harder now. Somewhere below, distant sirens echoed endlessly through wet streets.

Milo watched Holt carefully.
“You think this is revenge?”
“I think,” Holt said softly, “someone spent years preparing for tonight.”

Before Milo could answer, Holt’s phone rang. Unknown number. Holt stared at it for a moment before answering.

Neither man spoke. Only static came through the line at first. Then breathing. Slow breathing. A distorted voice finally emerged.
“You have six hours.”
Holt’s eyes narrowed.
“For what?”
“To convince them.”

“Them who?”

“The government. Release Viktor Reznov.”

Milo felt his stomach tighten. Even hearing the name caused fear. Viktor Reznov. Drug trafficker. Mafia financier. Executioner. The most dangerous criminal currently alive inside Blackmoor Federal Prison.

Holt remained calm.
“And if they refuse?”
The voice almost sounded amused.
“Then the officers begin dying.”
Click. The line disconnected.

The apartment suddenly felt smaller. Quieter.

Milo swallowed hard.
“Sebastian...”
But Holt was already moving. He grabbed his coat again.
“Where are we going?”
Holt opened the apartment door.
“To visit a man who may already know how this ends.”
“Reznov?”

Holt nodded once.

Thunder exploded across the city.
And somewhere in the darkness beneath London, five kidnapped officers waited for dawn.
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​Chapter 2 — The Chessmaster’s Cage
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Blackmoor Federal Prison stood on the edge of the sea like something built to survive the end of the world.

Concrete walls rose from black cliffs above crashing water. Watchtowers cut through the rain. Floodlights swept across fences layered with razor wire and motion sensors.

Nobody escaped Blackmoor.

At least that was what the government told the public.

Dr. Milo Hart stepped out of the car and pulled his coat tighter against the freezing wind.

“I hate this place already.”

Sebastian Holt said nothing.

He stood motionless beside the prison gates, watching the upper windows of the fortress-like structure. Rain slid slowly down the side of his face, but he didn’t seem to notice.

Milo followed his gaze.

One window near the highest security block remained lit.

“Reznov?” Milo asked quietly.

Holt nodded once.

“He’s awake.”

The prison gates opened with a metallic groan.

Three armed guards escorted them inside.

Nobody smiled.

Nobody spoke above a whisper.

Even the guards looked nervous.

That disturbed Milo more than the prison itself.

A senior warden met them near the interior checkpoint. His uniform was neat, but sweat covered his forehead despite the cold.

“Mr. Holt,” he said quickly, “thank God you came.”

Holt removed his gloves calmly.

“You sound frightened, Warden.”

The man hesitated.

Then leaned closer.

“He knew you were coming.”

Milo frowned immediately.

“That’s impossible.”

“We haven’t informed any inmates about tonight’s events,” the warden whispered. “No television access. No external communication. Nothing.”

Holt’s eyes sharpened slightly.

“And yet?”

The warden swallowed.

“Twenty minutes ago, Reznov asked for a black chess piece.”

Milo blinked.

“What?”

“A king piece,” the warden replied.

“He said, and I quote... ‘Mr. Holt will understand.’”

Silence settled heavily between them.

The storm outside rattled distant windows.

Milo looked toward Holt.

For the first time since the kidnappings began, Holt appeared genuinely unsettled.

Only for a second.

But Milo noticed.

And that frightened him.


●   


The security process took twelve minutes.

Fingerprint scans.

Retinal scans.

Two separate steel gates.

Three armed checkpoints.

The deeper they moved into Blackmoor, the quieter the prison became.

No shouting inmates.

No banging metal bars.

Only footsteps echoing through endless corridors.

Almost like the prison itself was listening.

Finally they reached Sub-Level Nine.

Maximum containment.

The guard outside Reznov’s cell looked exhausted.

He unlocked the final door nervously.

“Ten minutes,” he muttered.

Then he stepped away immediately.

Milo entered first.

And stopped cold.

The cell looked nothing like he expected.

No mess.

No rage.

No madness.

A small desk stood near the wall beside shelves filled with books. Classical music played softly from an old radio.

And seated calmly beneath the dim light was Viktor Reznov.

Reading.

Like a professor in a university office.

Not the most feared criminal in Europe.

Reznov slowly closed the book.

Then looked directly at Holt.

And smiled.

“Mr. Sebastian Holt,” he said warmly.

“What a disappointment.”

Milo felt a chill crawl up his spine.

Reznov’s voice was calm.

Pleasant even.

That somehow made him more terrifying.

Holt remained near the entrance.

“You expected someone else?”

“I expected you sooner.”

Reznov leaned back comfortably in his chair.

“You’re losing your edge.”

Milo noticed something immediately strange.

Reznov’s hands were uncuffed.

“How is he not restrained?” Milo snapped toward the guards outside.

No answer came.

Reznov chuckled softly.

“Doctor Hart,” he said, “always emotional. Still loyal. Still honest.”

His pale eyes shifted back toward Holt.

“But honesty becomes dangerous in your profession, doesn’t it?”

Holt ignored the comment.

“Five officers were kidnapped tonight.”

“Yes.”

Milo stared.

“You already know?”

Reznov smiled faintly.

“The entire prison knows.”

“That’s impossible,” Milo said.

Reznov tilted his head slightly.

“Nothing is impossible anymore.”

Holt stepped closer now.

“The kidnappers want your release.”

“I know.”

“Are they yours?”

That question changed the room.

The smile disappeared.

Not fully.

Just enough.

Rain hammered the distant prison windows while silence stretched between them.

Finally Reznov spoke.

“No.”

Milo frowned.

“You expect us to believe that?”

“You misunderstand me, Doctor.”

Reznov stood slowly.

Every movement felt controlled.

Measured.

Like a man who never wasted energy.

“If they worked for me,” he continued quietly, “the officers would already be dead.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop.

Holt studied him carefully.

“You’re afraid of them.”

That made Reznov laugh.

Not loudly.

Softly.

Almost genuinely amused.

“Afraid?” he repeated.

“No, Mr. Holt.”

Reznov walked toward the glass divider.

“But I do respect intelligence.”

His face came closer now.

Too close.

“And whoever planned this operation...” he whispered, “is extremely intelligent.”

Milo suddenly noticed something odd on the desk behind Reznov.

A chessboard.

Five black pieces lying on their sides.

One white king standing alone.

Holt noticed it too.

“Who taught you the convoy routes?” Holt asked suddenly.

Reznov’s eyes flickered.

Small.

Quick.

But enough.

“There it is,” Holt murmured.

“The mistake.”

Reznov’s expression hardened slightly.

“You assume too much.”

“No,” Holt replied calmly.

“You reacted too slowly.”

Milo looked between them, confused.

Holt continued.

“I never mentioned convoy routes.”

Silence.

Heavy silence.

For the first time since entering the cell, Reznov stopped smiling completely.

And Milo realized something horrifying.

Reznov did know details that were never released publicly.

Which meant one thing.

He still had communication with the outside world.

Inside the most secure prison in the country.

Holt slowly approached the desk.

“Who’s helping you?”

Reznov said nothing.

Holt picked up the black king chess piece.

Underneath it, carved carefully into the wood, was a symbol.

A circle crossed by three lines.

Milo’s heartbeat quickened instantly.

“The same symbol from the murdered informant,” he whispered.

Reznov watched them silently now.

Holt turned the chess piece in his fingers.

“What does it mean?”

Reznov finally spoke again.

But his voice sounded different this time.

Lower.

Colder.

“It means,” he said quietly, “you’re asking questions that get people buried.”

Milo stepped forward angrily.

“Five people are going to die!”

Reznov looked directly at him.

“No, Doctor.”

He paused.

“More than five.”

Suddenly alarms exploded through the prison.

Red emergency lights flooded the corridor outside.

Guards shouted in panic.

Footsteps thundered through distant hallways.

Milo spun toward the door.

“What the hell was that?”

A terrified guard appeared outside the cell.

“Warden’s down!”

Another alarm erupted.

Then another.

The prison lights flickered violently.

Reznov remained perfectly calm.

Too calm.

Holt moved toward the exit immediately.

“Lock the cell.”

The guard hesitated.

“Sir—the surveillance system just crashed!”

Every light inside the corridor died at once.

Darkness swallowed Sub-Level Nine.

Milo heard shouting.

Metal doors slamming.

Running footsteps.

Then gunfire somewhere above them.

Close.

Very close.

A second later, the emergency backup lights activated dimly.

And Milo’s blood froze.

Reznov’s cell door was open.

The guard standing beside it had disappeared.

Only blood remained on the floor.

Fresh blood.

Holt’s eyes narrowed instantly.

“Get behind me.”

Milo’s pulse hammered in his ears.

The corridor ahead looked empty.

But not silent.

Someone was breathing in the darkness.

Then a voice echoed softly through the emergency speakers across the prison.

Distorted.
Calm.
Almost cheerful.
“Tick-tock, Mr. Holt.”

Milo recognized it immediately.

The same voice from the phone call.

“You now have five hours.”
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​Chapter 3 — The Man Without a Face
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The emergency lights painted Blackmoor Prison in blood-red shadows.

Sirens screamed endlessly through the corridors.
Somewhere above them, men were shouting orders nobody seemed to follow.
And Viktor Reznov was gone.

Dr. Milo Hart struggled to steady his breathing as Holt crouched beside the blood pooling near the open cell door.

“No drag marks,” Holt muttered.

Milo stared at him in disbelief.
“That’s what you’re focused on?”
“The guard vanished in less than seven seconds.”

Holt touched the blood lightly between two fingers.
“Too little blood for a fatal wound.”
“You think he’s alive?”

“I think,” Holt said quietly, “someone wanted us frightened.”

Another gunshot echoed through the prison. Closer this time.

Milo flinched instinctively.
“Sebastian, we need to leave.”
But Holt wasn’t listening. His eyes moved slowly across the corridor walls, the ceiling, the emergency lights, then finally the floor.

“There,” he whispered.

Milo followed his gaze. Near the far end of the corridor, barely visible beneath flickering red light, was a wet footprint.

Not a boot print. Barefoot.

Milo frowned.
“What the hell...”
The footprint faced the wrong direction. As if someone had walked calmly toward Reznov’s cell while everyone else was running away.

Holt stood immediately.
“Stay close.”
They moved through the corridor cautiously. Every shadow suddenly felt alive. The prison seemed different now. Breathing. Watching.

Another alarm began blaring overhead.

LOCKDOWN FAILURE — SECTOR FOUR
LOCKDOWN FAILURE — SECTOR FOUR
Then silence again. Too much silence.

Milo noticed prison doors standing partially open now. Cells that should’ve remained sealed. Most were empty. But not all.

As they passed one darkened cell, Milo saw a pair of eyes staring through the narrow glass window. Watching him. Not blinking.

He looked away immediately.
“Tell me you have a plan.”
“I do.”

“What is it?”

Holt stopped walking.
“To discover why they wanted us here tonight.”
Milo stared at him.
“You think this was planned?”
“Reznov knew we were coming. The prison systems failed minutes after our arrival. The kidnappers contacted us at the exact same time.” Holt glanced toward the dark corridor ahead. “None of this is coincidence.”

A metallic clang echoed somewhere below them. Milo jumped. Holt didn’t even blink.

Then came footsteps. Slow footsteps. Approaching from the darkness ahead.

Milo raised the pistol one of the guards had given him earlier.
“Who’s there?”
No response. Only footsteps. One at a time. Deliberate.

The red emergency lights flickered violently again.

And a man emerged from the darkness. Prison uniform. Middle-aged. Thin. His hands trembled badly.

“Please...” the prisoner whispered.
“They’re killing people.”
Milo lowered the gun slightly.
“Who is?”
The prisoner’s face had gone pale with terror.
“The man without a face.”
Milo frowned.
“What?”
The prisoner stumbled closer.
“I saw him downstairs,” he whispered rapidly. “During the blackout. He walked through the cells like he owned the place.”
“Who?” Holt asked sharply.

“I don’t know!” the prisoner cried. “His face—”

The man stopped speaking suddenly. His eyes widened. Not at Holt. Behind Holt.

Milo turned instantly. Nothing there.

When he looked back, the prisoner was smiling. A horrible smile. Wrong. Too wide.

Then the prisoner pulled a sharpened piece of metal from his sleeve and lunged directly at Holt.

Milo shouted. Holt moved sideways at the last possible second. The blade sliced through Holt’s coat instead of his throat.

Holt drove his elbow hard into the attacker’s ribs, but the prisoner barely reacted. His eyes looked wild. Drugged. Or terrified.

The prisoner attacked again. Fast. Too fast.

Milo fired once. The gunshot exploded through the corridor.

The prisoner collapsed backward against the wall. Dead silence followed. Smoke drifted slowly from Milo’s pistol. His hands shook violently.

“Oh God...”

Holt crouched beside the body. No emotion. No surprise. Then he noticed something.
“There’s no prison number.”
Milo swallowed hard.
“What?”
Holt pulled open the dead man’s uniform collar. No identification tattoo. No intake markings. Nothing.
“This man was never registered here.”
Before Milo could respond, footsteps thundered from behind them. Armed guards rushed into the corridor aiming rifles.

“DON’T MOVE!”

Flashlights blinded them instantly. The lead officer stepped forward. Then froze. His eyes moved from the dead body... to Holt.

“You.”

Holt’s expression remained calm.
“What about me?”
The officer’s face tightened.
“The warden wants you detained.”
Milo stared.
“For what?”
The officer hesitated. Then spoke carefully.
“For assisting Viktor Reznov’s escape.”
Silence. Even the alarms seemed distant now.

Milo laughed once in disbelief.
“You’re insane.”
But nobody lowered their weapons. Holt slowly stood.
“Interesting.”
The officer gestured sharply.
“Hands where I can see them.”
Milo stepped forward angrily.
“You can’t seriously think—”
“I said hands up!”

Rifles clicked. Safety catches released.

Holt raised his hands calmly. Too calmly. And that frightened Milo more than the guns. Because Holt only became this calm when his mind was moving dangerously fast.

The officer approached carefully.
“You arrived forty-three minutes before the prison breach. The surveillance system failed after your meeting with Reznov. Now Reznov is missing.”
Holt nodded slightly.
“A reasonable timeline.”
The officer frowned.
“You think this is funny?”
“No.” Holt glanced toward the corridor ceiling. “I think whoever framed me understands procedure extremely well.”

Milo suddenly noticed Holt staring at one security camera above them. The lens was moving. Watching.

Holt saw it too. And smiled faintly. That smile sent a chill through Milo’s body. Because Holt had just understood something.

“What?” Milo whispered.

Holt looked toward him slowly.
“Reznov never escaped.”
The guards exchanged confused looks.
“What are you talking about?” the officer snapped.
Holt pointed calmly toward the dead prisoner on the floor.
“This attack was staged to delay us.”
“Delay you from what?”

Holt’s eyes darkened.
“From realizing tonight’s kidnappings were only phase one.”
The emergency speakers crackled again. Static filled the corridor. Then the distorted voice returned.

“Excellent work, Mr. Holt.”

Every guard froze.

The voice continued calmly.
“You solved the first puzzle faster than expected.”
“Who are you?” the officer barked.

Soft laughter echoed through the speakers.
“Names are dangerous things.”
Milo’s pulse hammered.
“What do you want?”
The voice ignored him. Instead it spoke directly to Holt.
“You should leave Blackmoor immediately.”
“Why?” Holt asked.

A pause. Then:
“Because in exactly ninety seconds, Sector Nine will explode.”
Pure chaos erupted. Guards started shouting. One dropped his rifle. Another screamed into his radio.

Milo’s blood turned cold.
“Sebastian—”
But Holt wasn’t moving. He stared upward thoughtfully. Listening. Then suddenly his eyes widened slightly.
“The pipes.”
“What?”

“The heating pipes,” Holt said sharply. “Listen carefully.”

Milo forced himself to focus past the alarms. At first he heard nothing. Then—

A faint hissing sound inside the walls. Gas.

Holt grabbed Milo violently by the arm.
“RUN.”
The corridor detonated behind them. Fire burst through the walls with a roar powerful enough to throw armed guards across the floor like broken dolls.

The shockwave slammed Milo into concrete. Pain exploded through his shoulder. Smoke swallowed everything instantly.

Screaming filled the corridor. Emergency lights shattered overhead.

For several seconds Milo couldn’t hear anything except ringing.

Then through smoke and fire, he saw Holt standing motionless. Watching something. Or someone.

At the far end of the burning corridor stood a tall figure wearing a black coat. Face hidden completely in darkness.

The figure raised one gloved hand slowly toward Holt. Almost like a greeting.

Then disappeared into the smoke.

And Sebastian Holt whispered something Milo had never heard him say before.

“We’re already losing.”

​
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​Chapter 4 — The Watchmaker’s Trap
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By the time they escaped Sector Nine, Blackmoor Prison was collapsing into panic.

Smoke poured from ventilation shafts.
Armed response teams flooded the upper levels.
Sirens screamed across the prison yard while helicopters circled overhead, their searchlights cutting through rain and sea fog.
Dr. Milo Hart leaned heavily against the prison wall outside, coughing smoke from his lungs. His shoulder burned from the blast.
“You’re bleeding,” he muttered toward Holt.
Holt ignored him completely. He stood near the prison gates, soaked by rain, staring toward the cliffs overlooking the black sea below. Like he expected someone to emerge from the darkness.

Milo followed his gaze. Nothing. Only crashing waves.
“You saw him too,” Milo said quietly.
Holt didn’t answer immediately.
“Yes.”
“The man in the corridor.”
“Yes.”
“Who was he?”
Holt lit a cigarette with steady hands despite the storm.
“I don’t know.”
Milo stared at him. That answer alone terrified him. Sebastian Holt almost always knew something. Even when he pretended not to. But tonight felt different. Tonight somebody was staying ahead of him. And Holt hated it.

Police vehicles suddenly screeched into the prison yard. Deputy Chief Marcus Harlan stepped out immediately surrounded by armed officers. Tall, broad-shouldered, and permanently angry-looking, Harlan moved like a man searching for someone to blame.

The moment he saw Holt, his expression darkened further.
“Well,” Harlan snapped, “isn’t this convenient?”
Milo groaned softly.
“Not him.”
Harlan marched directly toward them.
“One prison breach. Multiple dead guards. Explosions. And somehow you two are standing outside untouched.”
Milo stepped forward angrily.
“Untouched? We nearly died in there.”
Harlan ignored him.
“Where’s Reznov?”
Holt exhaled smoke slowly.
“In prison.”
Harlan blinked.
“What?”
“He never escaped.”

“That’s impossible.”

“No,” Holt replied calmly. “Merely inconvenient for whoever wants you distracted.”

Harlan’s jaw tightened.
“You think this is a game?”
“I think someone wants the police chasing shadows while something worse happens elsewhere.”

The wind howled across the cliffs. Rainwater dripped from Holt’s coat as he stepped closer to Harlan.
“Tell me,” Holt said quietly, “where are the kidnapped officers being transported?”
Harlan frowned.
“We don’t know.”
“Wrong answer.”

Harlan’s patience snapped instantly.
“You don’t get to interrogate me!”
Several officers nearby turned toward the shouting. Milo noticed how tense everyone looked. Nobody trusted anyone anymore.

Holt remained perfectly calm.
“Three separate kidnappings involved route interception. Meaning someone inside the department leaked convoy paths.”
Harlan folded his arms.
“You accusing my people?”
“I’m accusing someone.”

The deputy chief stepped closer until they stood nearly face to face.
“You always do this,” Harlan growled. “You walk into police investigations acting superior while good officers clean up your mess afterward.”
Holt smiled faintly.
“And yet you still call me.”
That almost triggered a fight. Milo could see it. Harlan’s fists tightened. But before he could respond, an officer rushed across the prison yard holding a sealed evidence bag.

“Sir,” the officer panted. “Forensics found this near the first kidnapping scene.”

Harlan grabbed the bag impatiently. Inside rested a shattered silver watch. Its cracked glass reflected the prison floodlights.

Holt’s eyes sharpened instantly.
“May I?”
Harlan hesitated. Then handed it over reluctantly.

Holt examined the watch silently while rain tapped against the evidence bag.
“It stopped at 1:17 AM,” Milo observed.
“Yes,” Holt said softly.
“Problem?”
Holt turned the watch over carefully.
“No blood.”
Harlan frowned.
“So?”
“If the commissioner wore this during a violent abduction, there should be microscopic blood traces near the fractures.”

Milo looked confused.
“Meaning?”
Holt handed him the watch.
“Break it.”
“What?”

“Throw it onto the ground.”

Milo hesitated but obeyed. The watch hit concrete hard. Glass cracked further.

Holt crouched beside it.
“Notice the pattern?”
Milo frowned down at the shattered face. The cracks spread outward naturally from impact.

Holt nodded slightly.
“The original damage pattern differs.”
Harlan crossed his arms impatiently.
“Speak English.”
“The watch was broken separately,” Holt said. “Carefully. Deliberately.”

Milo looked back at the stopped time.
“Why fake the time?”
“Because,” Holt murmured, “they wanted investigators focused on the wrong timeline.”

Harlan snorted.
“That’s your brilliant conclusion?”
Holt ignored him. Instead he stared silently at the second hand frozen beneath cracked glass. Then suddenly—his expression changed. Small. Sharp. Dangerous.
“Oh no.”
Milo recognized that tone immediately.
“What?”
Holt held the watch closer beneath the floodlight.
“The second hand.”
Harlan looked annoyed.
“What about it?”
“It’s missing.”

Silence. Rain hammered the prison yard harder.

Milo frowned.
“So?”
Holt looked toward the dark sea beyond the cliffs.
“Watches stop naturally after impact.” He paused. “But only if the mechanism remains intact.”
Realization slowly spread across Milo’s face.
“You mean...”
“The watch wasn’t damaged during the kidnapping.”

Holt’s eyes narrowed.
“It was staged afterward.”
Harlan sighed heavily.
“Fine. Wonderful. Someone staged a broken watch. How does that help us find five kidnapped officers?”
Holt turned toward him.
“It tells us the kidnappers expected forensic analysis.”
“And?”

“And professionals who plan false evidence rarely make emotional mistakes.”

Milo suddenly understood.
“The missing second hand.”
Holt nodded.
“Exactly.”
“Why remove it?”

Holt looked down at the watch again. Then froze. Completely froze. Milo saw it instantly. Holt had noticed something else.

“What is it?”

Holt slowly pointed toward the center of the watch face. Tiny scratches surrounded the middle pin. Circular scratches. Like something had been unscrewed.

“The second hand wasn’t removed,” Holt whispered.
“It was replaced.”
Before Milo could speak, Holt suddenly snatched the watch back from him and pressed it close to his ear.

Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Milo’s blood turned cold. The watch was still running.

Harlan stepped backward instinctively.
“What the hell—”
Holt threw the watch violently across the prison yard.
“DOWN!”
The explosion shattered nearby vehicle windows instantly. Fire erupted upward beside the prison gates. Officers screamed as metal debris rained across the concrete.

The shockwave knocked Milo onto his back. His ears rang violently. Smoke drifted through rain. Burning fragments of silver metal scattered across the flooded ground.

For several seconds nobody moved. Then chaos erupted again.

Harlan staggered to his feet pale-faced.
“That was inside evidence?”
Holt was already walking. Fast. Toward the parking area.

Milo stumbled after him.
“Sebastian!”
Holt didn’t stop.
“They’re escalating.”
“What do you mean escalating?”

“The bomb wasn’t meant to kill us.”

“Then what was it for?”

Holt opened the car door sharply.
“To test response time.”
Milo stared.
“You’re saying this whole thing is some kind of experiment?”
Holt looked toward the prison behind them where emergency crews now rushed through smoke and rain.
“No,” he said quietly.
“It’s rehearsal.”
The word hit Milo harder than the explosion. Rehearsal. Meaning something worse was still coming. Far worse.

Holt entered the driver’s seat. Milo climbed in beside him quickly.
“Where are we going now?”
Holt started the engine. For a moment he said nothing. Then:
“To the place they desperately don’t want us looking.”
“And where’s that?”

Rain streaked across the windshield as Holt pulled away from Blackmoor Prison.
“The original operation from sixteen years ago.”
Milo frowned.
“The anti-drug raid?”
Holt nodded once.
“Seventeen civilians died there officially.”
“Officially?”

Holt’s eyes remained fixed on the road ahead.
“I think the real number was much higher.”
Lightning flashed across the coastline. And somewhere far beneath the sleeping city, one of the kidnapped officers opened his eyes in darkness to the sound of footsteps approaching slowly through water.
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​Chapter 5 — The Echo Beneath
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The warehouse had been erased from official records twelve years ago.

Yet the road leading toward it still existed. Barely.

Sebastian Holt drove through heavy rain along a narrow industrial route east of the harbor while Dr. Milo Hart studied old police documents spread across his lap.

Most pages were heavily censored. Entire paragraphs blacked out. Names removed. Dates altered.

“Whoever archived these files wanted the truth buried permanently,” Milo muttered.

Holt kept his eyes on the road.
“Not buried.”
“Then what?”

“Controlled.”

Lightning illuminated abandoned factories beyond the windshield. Broken smokestacks rose like dead monuments against the night sky.

Milo flipped another page.
“The operation was called Night Harbor.”
“Yes.”

“Official report says officers raided a suspected narcotics warehouse after receiving intelligence about human trafficking.”

“And?”

“Seventeen civilians accidentally caught in crossfire.”

Holt’s jaw tightened slightly.
“Convenient wording.”
Milo looked toward him.
“You think it was worse.”
“I think,” Holt said quietly, “nobody kidnaps five senior officers sixteen years later over seventeen accidental deaths.”

The road narrowed further. Ahead, dark water shimmered beneath distant harbor lights.

Then Holt suddenly slowed the car.
“What?”
Holt pointed ahead silently. Two police vehicles stood outside the abandoned district entrance. Lights off. Empty.

Milo frowned.
“That’s strange.”
“No,” Holt said softly.
“It’s deliberate.”
Both vehicles had been parked sideways across the road. A blockade. Rainwater streamed down the windshields. No movement inside. No officers nearby.

Holt killed the engine. The silence became immediate and heavy. Only rain remained.

Milo looked
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