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The Smoke and the Silence
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MARA STEPPED ONTO A RUBBLE-STREWN STREET IN KYIV. Walls were cracked. Broken glass crunched under her boots. She kept her camera tight against her chest. The air smelled of dust and burned plastic. She glanced at the horizon: no active shelling today, but the distant rumble of artillery never faded completely.

She raised her camera and filmed a row of makeshift tents. Families in tattered coats waited for supplies, silent except for an occasional cough or a muffled cry. A volunteer passed out bottled water. Mara moved in for a closer shot. A little boy with dirt on his face took a bottle, stared at her lens, then turned away.

Mara flipped open her notebook, scribbling observations:

	Shelter conditions: overcrowded, inadequate heat.

	Families losing hope.

	Local rumors: unexplainable incidents at the front line.


She circled that last point. 

The previous night, she spoke to a young Ukrainian soldier at a checkpoint outside the city. His squad had come across bodies in a small village near the eastern front. He insisted they’d been torn open, not by bullets or shrapnel, but by something he called “not human.” He gave no details, only that it looked impossible. He had refused to talk any further, saying he’d already said too much.

Mara put away her notebook. She wasn’t one to jump at ghost stories. Still, the soldier’s seriousness made her uneasy. She intended to investigate.

She moved on, capturing a wide shot of the burned-out storefronts and crashed cars lining the street. Most vehicles were riddled with bullet holes, some half-collapsed on flattened tires. Down an alley, an old man poked through the wreckage. She briefly considered interviewing him but decided to keep moving. She had limited daylight to check the site of yesterday’s shelling.

A figure standing in the distance caught her eye. He wore a dark jacket and stood with his back against a bombed-out building. He wasn’t moving. Mara zoomed in. She could see his face for just a second: sharp features, calm expression. Then he disappeared around the corner. She stood there, camera still rolling. Something about him felt deliberate. He was either watching her or waiting for her to notice.

She zoomed out and looked around. 

The street had cleared out, leaving her alone. A wave of unease trickled through her. She was used to potential threats. War zones attracted all sorts of people: soldiers, spies, opportunists. She had no reason to label this man dangerous. Still, she made a mental note to keep an eye out.

Mara walked toward a half-collapsed apartment block. She had been told there might be survivors still holed up inside. She wanted to document any rescue attempts, but no one was around. The place was empty, doors forced open, trash scattered across the lobby. The pungent smell of mold and stale water made her nostrils flare. She clicked on her camera’s record function, panning across the corridor.

In the playback, she heard static. She paused and replayed it, trying to see if it was just interference from her microphone. The static crackled in short bursts. Then she heard a faint whisper. She couldn’t make out words, but it sounded like a voice speaking low, right next to the microphone.

She lowered the camera and looked around the hallway. No one was there. She swallowed hard and replayed the clip again. This time, the static was gone. The whisper was gone too, replaced by the normal hum of the environment.

Her grip tightened on the camera. 

She looked behind her. 

Nobody stood in the corridor. 

The only movement came from a flickering light overhead, powered by a backup generator or faulty wiring. She exhaled, trying to control the rush of adrenaline.

Outside, another round of artillery rumbled somewhere beyond the city limits. She stepped back onto the street, scanning for the man she had seen earlier. He was nowhere to be found. Instead, a squad of Ukrainian soldiers emerged from a nearby alley. They were on patrol, rifles at the ready. One of them motioned for Mara to clear the way. She nodded and moved aside.

When they passed, she stopped the last soldier, a middle-aged man with tired eyes and a bandaged arm. 

“Excuse me,” she said, keeping her voice level. 

“I’m looking for information about a village near the front line. Have you heard anything unusual?”

He glanced at her press badge. 

“Which village?” he asked.

“I don’t know the name,” she admitted. 

“I heard something about bodies found... in a way that didn’t make sense.”

His gaze shifted. 

He looked at his squad, then back at Mara. 

“There are many rumors,” he said. 

“Lots of soldiers die. Rockets, bullets, mines.”

“I know, but that’s not what I’m talking about. I heard something else happened. The bodies were—”

“I don’t know.” 

He cut her off, his tone flat. He turned to go.

She tried once more.

“Look, if you do hear anything, or if you can confirm something, let me know.”

She handed him a small card with her contact. He barely looked at it before stuffing it into a pocket, then followed his squad without another word.

Mara sighed.

She wasn’t making progress. She decided to push on. She needed to keep digging. 

The rumor might be nonsense, but if there was any truth behind it, it was worth investigating. She remembered the soldier from the checkpoint and how serious he’d looked. She also remembered the strange whisper on her camera’s audio. She pressed the camera’s power button and held it there until it shut off completely, hoping it might reset any technical glitch.

A quiet wind swept the street, carrying a faint taste of ash. The sky overhead was turning a darker shade of gray. It would be night soon. She looked at her watch. She had about an hour left of reasonable daylight. Her best option was to head back to her temporary lodging, review her footage, and prep for tomorrow’s trip closer to the front.

That was where she might find answers.

As she started walking, she turned around on instinct. She spotted the same figure from earlier. He was standing behind a shattered bus stop, half-concealed by a broken pane of plexiglass. This time, he didn’t vanish. He met her gaze for a second. Something in his expression hinted at recognition, as if he knew who she was.

She took a step toward him, but another building crumbled in the distance, sending dust pluming across the street. When she looked back, the man was gone again.

Mara stood there, heart thumping, unsure what to think. She had reported from conflict zones in Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere. She had experience with spooks, intelligence officers, and local fixers. But the way this man appeared and vanished unsettled her. Her camera was off, so she had no proof he’d even been there.

She swallowed and moved on, heading for her safehouse. Tomorrow, she’d try to track down those rumors. She’d confirm or debunk the story of “inhuman” violence. But something told her that the explanation wouldn’t be simple.

She passed a row of shuttered shops, stepping over debris. Her thoughts kept drifting to the figure in dark clothing. She wondered if he might be the key to understanding those rumors. She wondered if he might be the one behind them.

At the safehouse, she locked the door behind her, dropped her gear on a cramped wooden table, and sat down. As she scrolled through her latest footage, the memory of that faint whisper gnawed at her. She tried to brush it off. War zones came with stress and frayed nerves. Interference on a mic could be caused by many factors.

Still, she couldn’t shake the sense that something was off. The soldier’s words. The man on the street. The strange audio. She stared at a frame of the battered city on her camera’s screen, the sunlight already gone. Smoke curled from a distant fire, turning the sky a dull orange.

In that moment of silence, she realized something: she could still feel someone watching her, even though she was locked in a room by herself.

She decided to start fresh tomorrow, heading east to the spot the soldier had mentioned, no matter how dangerous it might be. If the truth was out there, she’d find it. That was her job, and she wouldn’t stop until she uncovered whatever was lurking in these ruins.
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The Village of No Survivors
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MARA LEFT KYIV AT DAWN, taking a cramped military transport that agreed to drop her near the frontline. The ride was tense and quiet. A few soldiers sat across from her, weapons in hand, eyes scanning the foggy horizon. She studied their expressions, tired, wary, like they’d seen too much in too little time.

The driver let her off at a dirt road leading into a small, nameless village. The place was abandoned. Shell casings littered the ground, and a half-destroyed tank blocked the main path. She walked around it and swallowed at the sight of deep claw marks scraped along the turret. They weren’t the kind of gouges you got from bullets or shrapnel. It looked like a massive creature had dragged something sharp across the metal.

She snapped photos and recorded video. The morning light revealed symbols burned into the stone walls of a ruined house: circles, lines intersecting, some strange script she couldn’t place. The temperature felt colder here than it had been on the road. A chill crept down her spine even though she wore a heavy jacket.

Moving carefully, she stepped into what had once been the village square. The silence unnerved her. No stray dogs, no birds. She noticed burned patches of earth that formed odd shapes, like someone had set fire to specific spots in a deliberate pattern. She tried to capture it all on camera.

She came across a set of discarded rifles near a wrecked supply truck. There were no bodies. It was as if both sides—Russian and Ukrainian—had vanished into thin air. Her mind flicked back to the rumors: men torn apart, not by conventional weapons. She saw no blood here, yet the utter emptiness was worse.

A rustling sound made her spin around, camera raised. Nothing. She paused the recording and took a shaky breath. She wasn’t usually jumpy, but this place felt different, like it was watching her. She steadied herself and kept walking.

After circling around a few collapsed buildings, she found a farmhouse that appeared mostly intact. The door was off its hinges, so she stepped inside. Furniture lay toppled. Dried mud tracked across the floor in sweeping arcs. She discovered another charred symbol burned into a kitchen wall. She filmed it up close, noticing faint scorch marks trailing from floor to ceiling.

A crunch behind her made her whip around. At first, she saw nothing in the dim light. Then a figure emerged from the adjoining hallway. It was the same man from Kyiv—the one who had been watching her. He wore a dark coat, one hand half-raised as if to show he meant no harm. She froze, camera still rolling.

“Stop filming,” he said in a low voice. 

His accent was hard to pin down.

Mara took a step back. 

“You followed me here? Who are you?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he moved swiftly. Before she could react, he snatched the camera from her hands, pressed a few buttons, and attempted to erase the data. She lunged for it and managed to pull it away from him, but not before seeing her memory card status flash on the screen, some files deleted.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

Mara’s voice shook with anger. 

She checked her camera. At least half of her footage was gone.

He stepped back, looking tense. 

“You can’t show that to anyone. You shouldn’t even be here.”

“Are you with the military? Intelligence? Some private outfit?” 

Her temper flared, but curiosity kept her from bolting.

He exhaled sharply. 

“My name is Dmitri. The rest isn’t important. If you keep filming these things, you’ll draw attention you don’t want.”

She fixed him with a glare. 

“I’m a journalist. That’s my job.”

Dmitri’s eyes flicked to the burned symbol on the wall. 

“You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

She clenched her fists around the camera strap. 

“I know people are dead or missing. I know there are claw marks on armored vehicles. Symbols scorched into stone. And now some stranger shows up, destroying my evidence.”

He paused, glancing outside through a shattered window. 

“It’s better for you if that evidence never sees the light of day.” His voice had an edge that almost sounded protective rather than threatening.

Her frustration boiled over. 

She raised the camera, pointing it at him. 

“Explain. Now. Or I’ll record everything you say and broadcast it anyway.”

He took a step closer. They were face-to-face, the tension thick. Adrenaline buzzed through her, and she realized her breathing had quickened. She expected him to snatch the camera again, but he didn’t. Instead, he spoke quietly.

“It’s not safe to do that. There are people—things—that would kill you for less. You’re not helping anyone by exposing it.”

His words sank in. She wanted to demand answers, but something in the way he spoke—a quiet urgency—made her hesitate. She let the camera fall to her side.

“Tell me what’s going on, Dmitri.”

He seemed to weigh his response. 

“This war is... bigger than you think. There are forces at work. Groups on both sides who want to use whatever’s lurking here.” 

His gaze flicked to the charred symbol. 

“And if you keep filming, you’ll become a target.”

She stepped back, letting the information settle. She should have called him a liar, but too many strange things had already happened. The soldier’s rumor. The deserted village. The unexplainable signs. The memory of those whispers on her mic the day before.

Before she could question him further, a distant roar echoed across the farmland, like metal scraping against metal, amplified by the wind. Dmitri tensed. Without waiting, he grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the doorway. They crouched behind an overturned table. A second roar resounded, closer this time.

“What is that?” Mara asked in a hushed voice.

Dmitri didn’t respond. 

His focus was on the window, waiting. After a few moments, the sound faded. Mara realized she was leaning against him, shoulders tight with fear. His hand remained on her arm.

A sudden awareness sparked between them. The tension, the close quarters, the jolt of adrenaline. She felt a rush of conflicting sensations, anger, curiosity, and an unexpected flutter of attraction she couldn’t quite push aside. It was absurd, given the situation and location. But she couldn’t deny it was there.

He dropped his hand and stood up. She did the same, stepping out from behind the table. The farmhouse felt strangely quieter than before, as if that roar had driven all other sounds away.

Dmitri finally spoke. 

“It might be gone. But we can’t stay here.”

Mara nodded, still on edge. 

“Fine. I need to get to the next village over. There’s a checkpoint there. I can catch a ride back to Kyiv or find out if anyone else saw, whatever happened here.”

He shook his head. 

“Not a good idea.”

“Well, I’m doing it anyway,” she said, regaining some of her usual defiance.

They stood facing each other in the dim light. She saw conflict in his eyes, like he was torn between letting her go and keeping her close. She realized she didn’t fully trust him, but she also didn’t want to be alone out here with whatever had made that noise.

“Look, if you want to protect me, then help me,” she said. 

“But if you erase my footage again, we’re done.”

He nodded, tension easing slightly. 

“I won’t destroy anything else.” 

He hesitated. 

“I had to protect certain secrets. This place isn’t the only one at risk.”

She tucked the camera under her arm. 

“You owe me an explanation.”

He glanced at the door. 

“I’ll give you one. But not here.”

They left the farmhouse, stepping into the silent village square. Claw-marked vehicles, collapsed buildings, an eerie calm. Mara recorded a bit more footage, careful to keep Dmitri out of frame. He allowed it, watching her back as she moved. She found herself aware of him, how he hovered protectively while she documented the destruction.

They walked toward the dirt road leading away from the village, not speaking much. A hush fell over them, tense but strangely charged. Mara tried to focus on the job: capturing the evidence that something unnatural had happened here. Still, her mind drifted to the man beside her, the way he seemed unruffled by the impossible signs around them. There was something about him she wanted to unravel, a puzzle she couldn’t resist.

They reached a bend in the road. She paused, looking back at the wrecked homes. No bodies. No survivors. Just that terrible sense of emptiness. She pressed record once more, panning across the scene.

When she stopped filming, Dmitri stepped closer. 

“I’m sorry about your footage,” he said. 

“But if you saw the things I have, you’d understand.”

She faced him, the camera hanging by her side. 

“I’ll see them soon enough,” she said softly. 

“I’m not leaving this story alone.”

Their eyes locked. For a moment, there was no war, no village, no monstrous roar. His hand lifted almost instinctively, brushing against her shoulder. She felt a surge of warmth at the contact, an odd comfort in the middle of devastation. She found herself leaning into it before catching herself.

He pulled back, tension returning to his face. 

“Let’s keep moving,” he said.

They continued down the road, leaving the ghostly village behind. Smoke still drifted across the sky, and artillery fire rumbled from somewhere far off. The smell of gunpowder and fear clung to the air. Mara walked side by side with Dmitri, uncertain about her next move, but certain she wouldn’t turn back.

She had stumbled onto something beyond the usual horrors of war. And strangely, she wasn’t alone.

They pressed on, heading for whatever answers lay ahead—and whatever new dangers waited for them in the shadows.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3  

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Journalist and the Emissary
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MARA AND DMITRI TREKKED ALONG A DIRT PATH that led away from the ravaged village. A gray overcast sky stretched overhead, reflecting the grim mood between them. The only constant sound was distant artillery, too far away to be an immediate threat, but close enough to remind them of the ongoing war.

They reached a small cluster of trees, half-dead and stripped of foliage by stray shellfire. Dmitri stopped there, scanning the surroundings before turning his attention to Mara. His expression was guarded.

“Stop following this story,” he said, voice low. 

“You saw what happened back there. If you dig deeper, you’ll end up like those soldiers, gone without a trace.”

She crossed her arms, standing firm. 

“I’m a journalist. I can’t just pretend none of this is real.”

He stared at her, tension radiating off him. His dark eyes carried a weight that made her uneasy, but she refused to budge. She remembered the claw marks and the scorched symbols in that empty village. She needed answers.

“You have no idea what’s at stake.” 

He took a cautious step closer. 

“This isn’t just about armies fighting. There are powers at work you can’t comprehend.”

She lifted her chin. 

“Then help me understand.”

A gust of wind stirred the dust at their feet. 

For a moment, neither spoke. Mara felt a chill, not from the breeze, but from the uncertainty of what Dmitri might reveal. She saw conflict in his eyes, as if he wanted to protect her but also keep her at a distance.

He hesitated. 

“There are... societies. Groups using this war to further their own agendas. They don’t care about the human cost. And they won’t hesitate to eliminate a reporter who knows too much.”

Mara exhaled slowly. 

“That’s not going to stop me.”

Her defiance annoyed him; she could see it in his clenched jaw. Yet something else flickered beneath his frustration, an attraction neither of them seemed able to ignore. He stepped even closer, so they were nearly touching. 

She refused to back down.

“You’re stubborn,” he said.

She let a brief smile pass her lips. 

“Says the man stalking me across war zones.”

His eyes narrowed. 

“I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“Funny way of showing it, when you erased my footage.”

He looked away briefly, guilt flashing across his features. 

“I did that to protect you. If certain people saw what you filmed, you’d be a target.”

She studied his face, noticing the curve of his mouth, the tension in his posture. A ripple of awareness passed through her. The middle of a conflict zone wasn’t the place for intimate thoughts, but her heartbeat quickened anyway. They stood in a surreal bubble—war in the distance, secrets in the air, and an unexpected pull between them.

“Let me decide what risks I’m willing to take,” she said quietly.

Dmitri let out a slow breath. 

“You’re going to keep chasing this, aren’t you?”

“I have to.”

He shook his head in frustration. Without warning, he took her by the arm and led her off the path, deeper into the cover of the trees. She tensed but didn’t resist. Once they were surrounded by trunks and low branches, he released her.

“Look,” he said, voice calmer now. 

“You saw that village. It wasn’t an accident. It’s a result of people—groups—experimenting with forces that shouldn’t be unleashed.”

She leaned back against a tree. 

“Forces? Like the symbols we saw burned into stone?”

Dmitri stayed silent for a few moments, as if weighing how much to tell her. 

“I can’t give you details, not yet. But know this: things we consider myths or legends have more power in this region than you can imagine.”

Mara felt the weight of his words. She wanted to push for more, but the wariness in his eyes gave her pause. He was telling the truth as he saw it, even if it made no sense to her yet.

A sudden burst of gunfire rattled the distance, making them both instinctively crouch. She pressed her back against the tree, and he stood in front of her, gaze scanning the skyline. After a moment, silence returned, broken only by the pounding of her heart.

She realized how close he was. 

His breath fanned across her cheek, and she noticed the faint smell of smoke and earth on his jacket. The
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