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​Chapter 1: The Blackmere Silence
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The fog arrived before dawn.

People in Blackmere would later be remembered for many things—the old church near the hill, the tiny railway station, the fishing lake beyond the woods—but in the final hours of their lives, none of those things mattered.

Only the fog.

It rolled through the streets slowly, thick as smoke, swallowing gardens, rooftops, and empty roads beneath a pale gray blanket that seemed almost alive. Streetlights faded inside it. Sounds disappeared into it. Even the barking dogs became distant and strange.

At 4:12 a.m., a truck driver named Owen Briggs stopped near the southern bridge outside town and stepped out of his vehicle to smoke a cigarette.

He never finished it.

The cigarette remained burning beside his body for nearly forty minutes.

Nobody noticed.

Blackmere slept quietly.

A young mother named Claire Bennett woke briefly around five in the morning because her baby had stopped crying. She remembered feeling relieved. The silence felt comforting after another exhausting night.

She kissed the child’s forehead and returned to sleep.

Neither of them woke again.

At 6:03 a.m., the owner of Blackmere’s only bakery unlocked his front door and prepared dough for the morning rush. Fresh bread entered the ovens while the radio played old jazz softly in the background.

Customers would later be found seated at tables with untouched coffee growing cold between their hands.

No signs of struggle.
No screams.
No panic.
Only stillness.
And by sunrise, Blackmere was dead.



Rain hammered against the windows of Flat 4, Harrow Court in London while Dr. Milo Hart fought a losing battle against breakfast. The toast had burned twice already.

“This toaster,” Milo muttered angrily, “is a violent criminal pretending to be a kitchen appliance.”

Across the room, Sebastian Holt sat near the fireplace reading three newspapers at once.

“You say that every morning.”

“Because every morning it attempts murder.”

Sebastian ignored him calmly. Long fingers turned another page while smoke curled upward from the cigarette resting between them. Outside, London moved through another gray morning, crowded and impatient.

Inside the flat, the world still felt half asleep.

Milo finally dropped the blackened toast onto a plate and sighed.

“One day,” he announced proudly, “I shall master breakfast.”

“You’re forty-two.”

“Great achievements require patience.”

A faint smile almost appeared on Holt’s face.

Almost.

Then came the knock at the door.

Three sharp knocks.

Precise.

Controlled.

Sebastian looked up immediately.

Milo noticed the change in his expression first.

“What?”

“That,” Holt said quietly, “is not a visitor.”

The knock came again.

Milo opened the door carefully.

Two armed officers stood outside in dark coats soaked with rain. Between them stood a woman in her early fifties with silver hair tied tightly behind her head. She carried herself like someone used to giving orders.

Her eyes moved directly toward Sebastian.

“Mr. Holt.”

Not a question.

Sebastian stood slowly.

“Depends who’s asking.”

“Director Eleanor Graves. Internal Security Bureau.”

Milo blinked. “That sounds unpleasant already.”

She entered without invitation.

One officer remained outside while the other closed the door behind her.

Something heavy settled into the room instantly.

Sebastian noticed it too.

Fear.

Not ordinary fear.

Government fear.

The dangerous kind.

Eleanor removed a photograph from her coat pocket and placed it silently on the table.

Milo leaned closer first.

Then his face drained of color.

The photograph showed an entire family seated around a dining table.

Dead.

A little boy still held a spoon near his mouth. The father leaned sideways in his chair as though sleep had taken him mid-sentence. The mother stared blankly toward the camera with pale frozen eyes.

No blood.
No wounds.
No visible cause of death.
Milo swallowed hard.

“What happened?”

Eleanor answered quietly.

“We don’t know.”

Sebastian stepped closer.

“Where?”

“A town called Blackmere.”

Holt’s eyes sharpened slightly.

“I know it.”

“Population approximately twelve thousand,” Eleanor continued. “As of yesterday morning, nearly all confirmed deceased.”

Silence filled the flat.

Rain battered the windows harder now.

Milo stared at her.

“Twelve thousand?”

“No survivors have been located.”

“That’s impossible.”

“That,” Eleanor said carefully, “is exactly why I’m here.”

Sebastian picked up the photograph.

“Who discovered it first?”

“Local police stopped responding after entering the town. Communications failed shortly afterward. We sent additional units.”

“And?”

Her jaw tightened.

“They died too.”

Milo felt coldness crawl down his spine.

Sebastian studied the image carefully.

Not the bodies.
The room itself.
The untouched glasses.
The chairs.
The curtains.
Details others ignored.

Then he asked quietly, “How long between first response and death?”

“Minutes.”

“Symptoms?”

“None visible.”

“No panic?”

“Apparently not.”

Sebastian placed the photograph down gently.

“Interesting.”

Milo turned toward him sharply.

“Interesting?”

“Yes.”

Holt walked toward the fireplace.

“When humans sense danger, they react instinctively. Fear creates movement. Chaos. But these people remained seated.”

He looked back toward the photograph.

“They felt safe.”

Eleanor crossed her arms.

“You already have a theory.”

“I have questions.”

“Good. Because the Prime Minister wants answers before sunset.”

Milo sighed deeply.

“And there goes my peaceful week.”



Two hours later, military vehicles carried them north through endless rain beneath dark skies.

The roads approaching Blackmere had already been sealed by armed checkpoints. Helicopters circled overhead while soldiers in protective suits moved through the storm carrying scanning equipment.

The atmosphere felt wrong.

Not tense.
Worse.
Silent.
As if everyone already understood something terrible waited ahead.

Captain Daniel Reeves met them at the outer perimeter.

Tall. Scar along his jaw. Military posture.

Secret Service.

His handshake was firm but exhausted.

“Mr. Holt. Dr. Hart.”

Milo glanced toward rows of emergency tents nearby.

“You’ve brought an army.”

Reeves didn’t smile.

“We lost twelve officers in six hours.”

That ended the conversation quickly.

Ahead of them, Blackmere disappeared beneath rolling gray fog.

The town looked almost peaceful from a distance.

That somehow made it worse.

Soldiers handed Holt and Milo protective masks before opening the barricade gate.

“Any environmental readings?” Holt asked.

“Nothing conclusive,” Reeves replied. “Air quality fluctuates every hour. Labs still can’t identify contamination.”

Sebastian lit a cigarette immediately after putting on the protective gear.

One soldier looked horrified.

“Sir, that’s probably unsafe.”

Holt exhaled calmly.

“If the air kills me, tobacco won’t matter much.”

Milo shook his head.

“One day your confidence will finally annoy death itself.”

The convoy entered Blackmere at exactly 1:17 p.m.

And the silence began.

No birds.
No engines.
No voices.
Only rainwater dripping from rooftops and the low hum of military vehicles moving slowly through empty streets.

Bodies appeared almost immediately.

A postman beside fallen letters.
Two teenagers near a bus stop.
An old man collapsed peacefully on a park bench beneath wet autumn leaves.
Milo looked away.

“This feels wrong.”

“It is wrong,” Sebastian said quietly.

The convoy stopped near the town square.

Captain Reeves stepped out first.

Then froze.

Everyone followed his gaze.

Near the fountain at the center of the square stood dozens of people.

Perfectly still.

For one horrible second, Milo thought they were alive.

Then he realized the truth.

They were dead standing upright.

A woman leaned against the fountain with empty eyes staring into nothing.
A police officer remained frozen beside his patrol car.
Three children stood together holding hands.
Rain fell over them endlessly.

Milo whispered, “Dear God...”

But Sebastian Holt said nothing.

Because something else had caught his attention.

At the edge of the square, partly hidden beneath fog, stood a man wearing a dark coat.

Watching them.

Still.

Motionless.

Then the figure turned and disappeared into the mist.
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​Chapter 2: The Man in the Fog
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Captain Reeves reacted first.

“Movement at the square!”

Four Secret Service officers raised their weapons instantly, boots splashing through rainwater as they rushed toward the fog-covered street where the figure had vanished moments earlier.

Sebastian Holt did not move.

That alone unsettled Milo.

“You’re not chasing him?” Milo asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because men who want to escape run faster.”

Holt kept his eyes fixed on the drifting fog ahead.

“That one wanted to be seen.”

The square remained silent except for the rain tapping softly against abandoned cars and stone pavement. The standing corpses around the fountain looked almost alive beneath the weak afternoon light.

Milo hated looking at them.

It felt unnatural.

Like walking through a photograph of the dead.

Captain Reeves returned less than two minutes later with two officers behind him.

“Nothing,” he said sharply. “Street’s empty.”

“Of course it is,” Holt replied.

Reeves frowned. “You saw him too?”

“Yes.”

“Then who the hell was he?”

Sebastian finally began walking toward the fountain.

“Someone confident.”

“That narrows it down terribly.”

Holt crouched beside the body of the police officer near the fountain. Rainwater dripped from the officer’s cap while gray skin stretched tightly across his face.

Milo forced himself closer.

Sebastian gently lifted the officer’s hand.

“Interesting.”

Milo sighed quietly. “You say that far too often in terrible situations.”

“The fingernails.”

“What about them?”

“No discoloration.”

Reeves folded his arms impatiently. “And?”

“And most rapid neurological failures leave physical signs behind. Toxins rarely disappear this cleanly.”

Milo looked around uneasily.

“So whatever killed them...”

“...was designed carefully,” Holt finished.

That sentence stayed in the air longer than anyone liked.

One of the younger officers nearby swallowed nervously.

“You saying this was planned?”

Sebastian stood slowly.

“I’m saying accidents rarely arrive this perfectly.”

A cold gust of wind swept through the square.

Somewhere in the distance, metal slammed loudly against metal.

Everyone turned instinctively.

The sound echoed through empty streets before fading again.

Reeves reached for his radio.

“Unit Three, report.”

Static answered him.

Then silence.

His face hardened instantly.

“Unit Three?”

Nothing.

One officer beside him muttered quietly, “Oh God...”

Sebastian took his cigarette from his coat pocket and lit it despite the rain.

“Where was Unit Three positioned?”

“North side of town near the church.”

“How many officers?”

“Four.”

Holt began walking immediately.

Milo blinked. “That’s it? We’re just marching toward the terrifying silence now?”

“You may remain here if preferred.”

“I absolutely do not prefer that.”

The team moved carefully through narrow streets lined with old brick houses. Curtains fluttered behind broken windows while abandoned bicycles rusted beneath the rain.

Everywhere they looked, death waited quietly.

A barber frozen beside his chair.
A woman collapsed near a grocery cart.
An elderly couple seated together outside a café as though sharing one final afternoon.
Milo tried not to stare too long.

The human mind searched for movement automatically. Sometimes his exhausted eyes almost imagined it.

As if the dead might suddenly breathe again.

The church appeared through the fog nearly fifteen minutes later.

Small.
Ancient.
Its bell tower disappeared into gray mist above them.

Two military vehicles stood abandoned near the entrance with doors still open.

No officers.

Reeves swore under his breath.

“Stay alert.”

One Secret Service officer pushed open the church doors slowly.

The sound creaked through the silence like something alive.

Inside, candles still burned faintly near the altar.

And bodies filled the pews.

Not random bodies.

The missing officers.

All four sat side by side facing forward toward the cross at the front of the church.

Dead.

Milo felt his stomach tighten.

“That’s impossible...”

Captain Reeves stepped closer carefully.

“No wounds.”

Sebastian walked past them slowly, eyes studying every corner of the church.

Then he noticed something strange.

The candles.

One still melted actively.

Fresh wax dripped slowly downward.

Someone had lit them recently.

Holt stopped.

“Captain.”

Reeves turned immediately.

“We are not alone here.”

The room grew colder somehow.

One officer whispered nervously, “Sir...”

Sebastian pointed toward the floor near the altar.

Wet footprints.

Fresh.

Leading toward a small wooden door behind the church podium.

Reeves drew his pistol instantly.

“Open it.”

An officer approached carefully and pulled the door wide.

Dark stairs descended underground.

Milo stared into the darkness below.

“No,” he said immediately. “Absolutely no.”

Sebastian ignored him and stepped downward first.

The underground corridor smelled damp and old. Stone walls dripped with moisture while weak yellow lights flickered overhead.

The deeper they moved, the quieter the world became.

Then they heard music.

Soft piano notes echoing somewhere ahead.

Everyone froze.

Milo looked horrified.

“Please tell me ghosts don’t play piano.”

Sebastian kept walking.

The corridor finally opened into a hidden chamber beneath the church.

And there, sitting calmly beside an old upright piano, was the man from the square.

Dark coat.
Black gloves.
Thin face.
Russian.
He continued playing softly without even looking toward them.

Weapons aimed directly at his head.

Yet he smiled.

“You took longer than expected, Mr. Holt.”

Reeves barked instantly, “Hands where I can see them!”

The man ignored him completely.

Instead, his eyes settled on Sebastian.

“I hoped they would send you.”

Sebastian studied him silently.

“You know who I am.”

“Of course.” The man stopped playing at last. “Moscow feared you for years.”

Milo exchanged a quick glance with Reeves.

That sentence landed heavily.

The Russian stood slowly from the piano bench.

“You should leave Blackmere.”

Reeves stepped forward. “You don’t give orders here.”

The man smiled faintly.

“You misunderstand. I am trying to save you.”

“From what?” Milo asked.

The Russian looked almost sad.

“From what comes next.”

Then everything happened at once.

The lights exploded.

Darkness swallowed the chamber instantly.

Gunfire erupted.

Someone screamed.

Milo hit the floor hard as bullets tore through stone walls above him.

Flashlights swung wildly through smoke and dust.

Reeves shouted orders nobody could hear properly.

Then came a terrible choking sound nearby.

One officer collapsed beside the stairs, clawing desperately at his throat.

Another stumbled backward coughing blood onto the stone floor.

“Gas!” someone screamed.

Panic spread instantly.

Masks were pulled on frantically while officers dragged the wounded toward the exit.

Milo grabbed Sebastian’s arm.

“We need to move now!”

But Holt remained strangely calm even in the chaos.

His eyes searched the darkness carefully.

Listening.

Thinking.

Then he whispered quietly, almost to himself:

“No...”

Milo stared at him. “What?”

“This wasn’t an attack.”

Another officer collapsed behind them.

Reeves shouted furiously, “Move!”

Sebastian finally grabbed Milo’s sleeve and pulled him toward the stairs.

Fast.

The team burst back into the church above coughing violently beneath ringing church bells that had suddenly begun swinging overhead on their own.

Rain poured harder now.

Lightning flashed across the sky.

Medics rushed toward the wounded officers while Reeves ripped off his gloves angrily.

“We almost lost three men!”

Sebastian looked back toward the underground chamber entrance.

“No,” he said quietly.

Reeves glared at him. “What does that mean?”

Holt’s expression darkened for the first time since arriving in Blackmere.

“It means he could have killed all of us.”

Silence followed.

Milo understood immediately.

The Russian had allowed them to survive.

Which was somehow far more frightening.

Then one surviving officer removed his mask slowly and whispered with shaking lips:

“Sir...”

Reeves turned.

The officer pointed weakly toward the fog-covered road beyond the church.

Shapes were emerging through the mist.

Dozens of them.

Human figures.

Walking slowly toward the church.
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​Chapter 3: The Walking Dead
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Nobody moved.

Rain poured across the churchyard while the figures emerged slowly through the fog like shadows climbing out of a nightmare. One after another, they appeared between dead trees and abandoned gravestones, silent beneath the flashing lightning.

Milo’s heartbeat slammed against his ribs.

“Oh no...”

Captain Reeves raised his weapon instantly.

“All units ready!”

The Secret Service officers formed a defensive line near the church entrance. Flashlights cut through the darkness, shaking slightly in nervous hands.

The figures kept coming.

Not running.
Walking.
Slow.
Unnatural.
Milo squinted through the rain.

Then his blood turned cold.

“They’re civilians...”

A woman in a torn hospital gown stumbled forward barefoot through mud. An old man followed behind her with empty gray eyes staring straight ahead. A teenage boy dragged one leg strangely as he moved through the fog.

All dead.
Or at least they should have been.
One officer whispered shakily, “Jesus Christ...”

The bell above the church continued ringing wildly overhead.

Dong.
Dong.
Dong.
Each sound echoed across Blackmere like a funeral announcement.

Sebastian Holt stepped forward slowly into the rain.

“Do not shoot.”

Reeves stared at him in disbelief.

“They’re coming toward us!”

“Yes.”

“What if they’re infected?”

“They are.”

The answer came too calmly.

Milo looked horrified. “Sebastian...”

Holt never took his eyes off the approaching figures.

“But infection and aggression are not the same thing.”

Lightning flashed again.

For a brief second, the entire churchyard lit white.

And everyone saw the truth clearly.

The civilians were crying.

Tears rolled down pale faces while they walked helplessly through the storm. Their mouths trembled. Some looked terrified. One woman clutched her own throat as if trying desperately to breathe.

They were alive.
Or partly alive.
Milo felt sick instantly.

“My God...”

A young girl emerged from the fog holding a stuffed rabbit soaked with rainwater. She could not have been older than eight.

Her lips moved weakly.

“Help...”

Then she collapsed violently onto the ground convulsing.

Milo ran toward her immediately.

“Milo!” Reeves shouted.

But the doctor ignored him.

The girl’s body shook beneath the rain while blood slowly leaked from her nose. Her skin felt ice cold when Milo touched her.

“She’s alive!”

Sebastian arrived beside him quickly.

“No,” he said quietly.

Milo looked up angrily. “What?”

“She’s dying.”

The girl suddenly grabbed Milo’s sleeve with terrifying strength.

Her eyes locked onto his.

“Don’t let them...” she whispered weakly.

Then her body went limp.

Completely still.

Milo froze beside her.

Rainwater rolled across the child’s pale face while the stuffed rabbit slipped slowly from her fingers into the mud.

Something inside Milo cracked quietly.

He had seen death before. Too much of it.

Hospitals.
Wars.
Crime scenes beside Holt.
But children always hurt differently.

Always.

Behind them, more civilians staggered into the churchyard.

Some collapsed instantly.
Others wandered aimlessly like sleepwalkers trapped between life and death.
One man slammed repeatedly into the church fence without understanding it blocked his path.

An elderly woman sat quietly beside a gravestone and began humming to herself.

The scene felt less like science and more like hell itself.

Captain Reeves lowered his weapon slowly.

“What the hell did they do to these people?”

Nobody answered.

Because nobody knew.

Then one of the infected civilians suddenly screamed.

The sound tore through the storm violently.

Not rage.
Pain.
Pure unbearable pain.
The man collapsed onto his knees clawing at his own chest before falling face-first into the mud dead within seconds.

Another followed.
Then another.
Bodies began dropping across the churchyard one by one.

Milo stood helplessly in the rain watching life disappear from frightened eyes.

“Sebastian...”

Holt’s face had grown darker than Milo had ever seen before.

“This is staged.”

Reeves turned sharply. “What?”

“The Russian underground chamber. The man at the piano. These civilians.” Holt looked toward the fog-covered streets. “Someone wants us frightened.”

“Well congratulations to them.”

Sebastian ignored the comment.

“Fear clouds judgment. Panic creates mistakes.”

Milo stared at the dead girl beside him.

“And what if they’re succeeding?”

For the first time since arriving in Blackmere, Sebastian did not answer immediately.

That silence frightened Milo more than anything else.

A distant engine suddenly roared somewhere beyond the town square.

Reeves snapped alert instantly.

“Vehicle moving east side!”

The sound grew louder.

Fast.

Headlights burst through the fog suddenly at the far end of the road.

A black van.

Speeding directly toward the church.

“Move!” Reeves shouted.

Everyone scattered instinctively as the van slammed through the church gate violently, crashing sideways into gravestones before skidding across mud and stopping barely twenty feet from them.

Silence followed.

Steam hissed from the ruined engine.

One officer approached carefully with weapon raised.

“Driver, show your hands!”

No response.

Rain hammered against the shattered windshield.

Sebastian walked closer slowly.

Then stopped.

“There is no driver.”

Reeves frowned. “What?”

The officer pulled open the van door.

Empty.

Completely empty.

Milo felt the hairs rise along his neck.

“How is that possible?”

Then they heard it.

Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Captain Reeves’ face changed instantly.

“Bomb!”

Everyone ran.

The explosion ripped through the churchyard with deafening force.

Flames erupted behind them while shattered stone blasted through the air like bullets. Milo hit the ground hard as heat rolled across his back.

People screamed.

One officer never got up again.

The church bell finally collapsed from above, smashing through the roof in a storm of fire and wood.

Milo coughed violently trying to breathe through smoke and rain.

“Sebastian!”

A hand grabbed his coat roughly and pulled him behind an overturned vehicle seconds before another explosion tore through the church entrance.

Reeves shouted orders somewhere nearby but chaos swallowed most of the words.

Then gunfire erupted from the rooftops.

Sharp.
Professional.
Russian agents.

Secret Service officers returned fire instantly while bullets shattered windows across the street.

Milo saw one sniper briefly silhouetted against lightning before Holt fired a single shot calmly into the darkness.

The figure vanished from the rooftop immediately.

“You brought a gun?” Milo shouted over the chaos.

“I adapt.”

“That’s your response?”

Another explosion interrupted them.

Black smoke swallowed half the churchyard while terrified infected civilians stumbled blindly through gunfire and flames.

It became impossible to tell who was enemy and who was victim anymore.

That was the point.

Sebastian understood it instantly.

“This isn’t about killing us,” he said quietly.

Milo stared at him like he was insane.

“We are literally being shot at.”

“Yes. But not efficiently.”

Reeves dropped beside them breathing heavily.

“They’re retreating!”

Indeed the gunfire had already stopped.

The Russian agents were disappearing back into the fog.

Fast.
Disciplined.
Gone within seconds.
Only burning wreckage remained behind.

Milo slowly stood beneath the rain, chest rising hard.

Bodies covered the churchyard now.

Dead civilians.
Dead officers.
Flames reflected across wet gravestones like something from a nightmare.

Then Captain Reeves noticed Sebastian staring toward the burning van.

“What is it?”

Holt walked slowly toward the wreckage.

Inside the ruined vehicle, hidden beneath twisted metal, sat a small steel case untouched by the explosion.

Carefully, Sebastian opened it.

Inside rested a single photograph.

Nothing else.

Milo stepped beside him.

The picture showed London.

Specifically Westminster.

Crowded streets.

Thousands of people.

And written across the back in Russian were three simple words.

NEXT TIME — LONDON.
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The fire burned through most of the night.

By dawn, the old church of Blackmere had collapsed into smoking ruins beneath endless rain. Soldiers moved silently through the wreckage collecting bodies while emergency lights painted the fog red and blue.

Nobody spoke much anymore.

The town had changed them already.

Milo stood near an ambulance drinking terrible coffee from a paper cup gone soft from the rain. He had not slept for nearly twenty hours. Blood still stained one sleeve of his coat from trying unsuccessfully to save the little girl in the churchyard.

He could still hear her voice.

Help.

Three days ago, he had been arguing about toast in London.

Now he stood in a dead town watching body bags disappear into military trucks.

The human mind adjusted to horror too quickly. That frightened him most.

Nearby, Captain Reeves argued quietly with government officials beside a row of armored vehicles. Their expressions looked tense. Nervous.

Afraid.

Sebastian Holt sat alone beneath a temporary floodlight smoking in silence while the photograph of Westminster rested beside him on a wooden crate.

Rainwater dripped from the edge of his coat.

Milo walked over slowly.

“You look terrible.”

“You say that every case.”

“Yes, but usually with affection.”

Sebastian handed him the photograph.

Milo stared at the crowded London street again.

“Do you think they really can do it?”

“Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

Milo looked up sharply.

“You’re certain?”

“They already tested the weapon successfully.”

“Blackmere might’ve been accidental.”

Sebastian finally turned toward him.

“No, Milo.”

Something cold lived behind his eyes now.

“Nothing about this was accidental.”

Before Milo could answer, Captain Reeves approached through the rain carrying a sealed folder.

“We recovered surveillance reports from local police archives,” he said. “There’s something you should see.”

Inside the command tent, exhausted analysts worked beside glowing monitors while radio chatter filled the air nonstop. Maps of Blackmere covered nearly every wall.

At the center table, Reeves spread several photographs before them.

Most showed ordinary town locations.

Train station.
Hospital.
Town square.
Then Milo noticed the dates.

“These were taken weeks before the incident.”

Reeves nodded.

“Local police reported strange activity around Blackmere for nearly two months. Missing livestock. Power failures. Unidentified vehicles entering town after midnight.”

Sebastian examined another photograph carefully.

A delivery truck near the old rail tunnel.

Russian plates.

Almost hidden beneath mud.

“Why wasn’t this investigated earlier?” Milo asked.

Reeves gave a bitter smile.

“Because London believed Blackmere was too small to matter.”

Sebastian lit another cigarette.

“That was their first mistake.”

Reeves placed one final photograph on the table.

This one changed everything.

It showed a man entering Blackmere hospital three nights earlier.

Tall.
Thin.
Dark coat.
The piano player from beneath the church.

Milo leaned closer.

“Can we identify him?”

“We ran facial recognition through every database we have.”

“And?”

Reeves hesitated.

“Officially, the man doesn’t exist.”

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Which means unofficially he does.”

The captain lowered his voice.

“Russian intelligence gave him a nickname years ago. Volk.”

Milo frowned. “Volk?”

“It means wolf.”

A heavy silence settled across the tent.

Even the name felt dangerous somehow.

Reeves continued quietly.

“Former biochemist. Former military strategist. Connected to covert operations across Eastern Europe. Entire teams disappeared investigating him.”

“And now he’s here,” Milo muttered.

Sebastian kept studying the photograph.

“No,” he said softly.

“He was here.”

Milo understood immediately.

Volk had already left Blackmere.

Which meant London was now the target.

Outside, thunder rolled across the gray morning sky.

Then alarms suddenly erupted near the western checkpoint.

Soldiers began shouting.

One analyst looked up sharply from his monitor.

“Unauthorized vehicle entering perimeter!”

Reeves grabbed his weapon instantly and rushed outside with Holt and Milo close behind.

A black government sedan had crashed through the barricade and stopped sideways near the outer checkpoint. Armed soldiers surrounded it cautiously.

The driver’s door slowly opened.

A man stumbled out covered in blood.

Not enemy blood.

His own.

Milo recognized the face immediately.

“Detective Harris?”

The man collapsed before reaching them.

Milo caught him just before he hit the ground.

Harris had worked counterterrorism in London years earlier. Smart. Reliable. Tough enough to survive most things.

But now terror lived in his eyes.

“They’re inside...” he gasped weakly.

Milo pressed against the wound near his ribs.

“Who’s inside?”

Harris grabbed Milo’s sleeve desperately.

“London...”

Sebastian crouched beside him calmly.

“How many?”

Harris struggled to breathe.

“Cells everywhere... transport hubs... underground stations...”

Blood spilled from his mouth.

“They already moved the chemical...”

Captain Reeves turned pale.

“When?”

Harris looked toward Sebastian directly.

“Forty-eight hours ago.”

The words hit like a gunshot.

Too late.

They were already too late.

Milo felt it instantly.

Sebastian’s expression never changed, but something sharper appeared behind his eyes. Faster. Colder.

The game had moved beyond Blackmere.

Harris reached shakily into his coat pocket and removed a small flash drive stained with blood.

“He told me... give this to Holt...”

“Who told you?”

Harris swallowed painfully.

“The Russian...”

“Volk?”

A weak nod.

Then Detective Harris died in Milo’s arms.

Rain fell harder.

Nobody spoke for several seconds.

Finally Reeves whispered, “Get that drive analyzed immediately.”

Inside the command tent, technicians connected the flash drive to an isolated computer while armed guards watched nervously.

The screen flickered.

Then video appeared.

Volk sat alone in a dark room facing the camera calmly. Same black coat. Same pale expression.

Behind him hung a map of London.

Sebastian watched silently.

Volk smiled faintly.

“Good morning, Mr. Holt.”

Milo hated how calm the man sounded.

“If you are seeing this, then Detective Harris failed exactly as expected.”

The Russian folded his hands slowly.

“You are searching for a weapon. That is your second mistake.”

Sebastian’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“The weapon is already breathing.”

The room became very quiet.

Volk continued.

“Blackmere was not an attack. It was a demonstration.”

Images suddenly flashed across the screen.

Underground trains.
Busy stations.
Crowded London streets.
Schools.
Hospitals.
Milo felt sick.

“The compound evolves faster inside living hosts,” Volk said. “Most carriers show no symptoms for days.”

Captain Reeves swore quietly.

Sebastian remained perfectly still.

Volk leaned closer toward the camera.

“You still believe this can be stopped because you believe logically. But fear spreads faster than disease.”

The Russian smiled again.

“And London is already infected.”

The video ended abruptly.

Nobody moved.

One analyst whispered, “Jesus Christ...”

Reeves turned toward Holt immediately.

“If he’s telling the truth—”

“He is.”

“How can you know?”

Sebastian looked at the frozen map of London on the screen.

“Because he wants us afraid of the wrong thing.”

Milo frowned tiredly.

“What does that mean?”

Holt slowly stood.

“Volk does not care how many people die.”

Thunder shook the tent outside.

“He cares how people react after they die.”

Reeves stared at him.

“You think this is psychological warfare?”

“No.”

Sebastian’s voice became quieter.

“Worse.”

He pointed toward the image of London Underground stations.

“Panic will destroy this city long before the chemical does.”

Milo felt coldness crawl through him again.

Because deep down, he knew Holt was right.

One public outbreak.
One leaked photograph.
One rumor.
London would tear itself apart within hours.

And somewhere out there in the fog beyond Blackmere, Volk already knew it too.
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