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PROLOGUE — HOUR ZERO, Lagos Riot

Heat clung to Lagos like a fever that would not break. Midnight had come and gone, but the streets along the Marina still thrummed with bodies and noise. Smoke from burned-out tires drifted through the humid air. Vendors’ stalls, overturned and trampled, lay in broken rows like carcasses of a market that had once thrived on the promise of ordinary days.

Now the promise was antidote.

Thousands pressed forward in waves against barricades of corrugated steel and riot shields. Some clutched empty water bottles, others scraps of paper stamped with hospital seals, proof they had relatives inside quarantine camps. Their chants surged with a single word—antidote, antidote, antidote—a demand hammered into the air until it became more rhythm than language.

On the other side of the barricade, soldiers stood rigid. Helmets gleamed under floodlights mounted to trucks. Visors hid their faces, but the tension in their stance was visible: rifles held tight, boots anchored like stakes driven into the ground. Behind them, crates sat stacked in neat rows, each stamped with bold corporate logos. Pharos Biotech. Novaxis Global. Rivals in theory, saviors in marketing.

The crowd didn’t care whose name was painted on the wood. They cared only that the boxes stayed locked.

“Open it!” someone shouted in Yoruba, the cry swelling until it spread in English, Hausa, Igbo. Open it now!

A rock struck a shield with a sharp crack. The front line of soldiers shuffled, shields locking tighter. A commander barked orders into a radio. From the sidelines, police trucks hissed out streams of tear gas, white plumes curling over the crowd.

The chanting broke into coughing. Children cried. Men shouted curses drowned in smoke. The push against the barricades turned chaotic, a tide of anger mixed with fear.

And then a scream cut through everything.

It came from near the center of the mass. A woman dropped to her knees, clutching the body of her brother as he convulsed on the pavement. His chest heaved in ragged bursts, spit flecked his lips, his eyes rolled back white. Two men bent to lift him, but he threw them off with a violence that seemed impossible. Bodies slammed against a stall, tin roofing collapsing with a metallic crash.

The crowd surged back instinctively, a ring of open space forming around the man as he rose. His shirt stuck to him with sweat. His veins bulged like cables across his neck and arms. He gasped once, and in the harsh floodlight his breath shimmered faintly silver.

Someone whispered, “Elysium.”

The word carried. A ripple through the crowd, soft at first, then louder as it passed from mouth to mouth. Within seconds it was everywhere. Not chanted as demand. Spoken as warning. Elysium.

The man staggered, bent double. His forearms split with thin fissures, bloodless but raw, glowing faintly as if lit from beneath the skin. He fell, then pushed himself up with such force the ground seemed to recoil. Soldiers lifted rifles but hesitated, caught between training and disbelief.

The man’s sister clawed at his arm, pleading. His eyes cleared for a moment, found hers, and in that instant recognition warred with terror. His body shuddered again. Then he screamed not words, just a raw sound that made the barricades tremble and drove himself against the steel barrier.

The impact rattled the line of shields. One soldier toppled. Panic raced through the front ranks.

The commander shouted, “Fire if you must!”

A soldier raised his rifle, finger trembling on the trigger. But before he fired, the man’s body collapsed, twitching. His strength poured out as suddenly as it had come. He lay still, chest heaving shallow, silver spit pooling beneath his cheek.

The crowd was silent for half a breath. And then the square exploded.

Bottles, rocks, fists anything the people could throw. Soldiers pushed back with batons, tear gas, gunfire in the air. Barricades buckled under the weight of fury. Sirens blared louder than the shouting, louder than the gunshots. Lagos burned with voices that could not be silenced.

Phones lit up above the crowd. Dozens, then hundreds, red recording dots capturing everything: the convulsions, the fissures, the impossible healing, the word whispered and carried—Elysium. The footage spread before the man’s body had cooled.

By dawn, the clips had ricocheted across continents.

Half a world away, in a rented flat in Berlin, Lena Ortiz sat cross-legged on a thin mattress, her laptop balanced on her knees. She had spent the night combing files salvaged from the wreckage of The Antidote Wars, cargo manifests, trial reports, half-burned lab notes. Each thread led to the same shadow: Erebus.

Now, she watched grainy footage of a Lagos street. A man convulsing, then standing with inhuman strength. His sister crying over him. A soldier’s voice cracking as he said the word Elysium.

The crowd’s roar blurred the sound, but Lena didn’t need clarity. The emblem stamped on the crates in the background was enough, the same spiral she had seen scorched onto vials in Berlin, etched into files that carried her mother’s name.

Her hand hovered over the keyboard, paused mid-keystroke. The world outside her window pulsed with sirens. Inside, only the sound of her breath, ragged and unwilling.

She whispered aloud, as if the empty room might answer: “Mamá... what did you build?”

The laptop screen flickered, a shaky clip buffering. Another survivor. Another city.

Lena closed the lid. Reached for her satchel. Slipped her recorder inside.

And then she began to move.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 – The Survivors in Hiding
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Rain slicked the windows of Berlin like a film the city couldn’t wash away. Lena pulled her scarf tighter against her face as she crossed Köpenicker Straße, boots splashing through a shallow puddle that reflected the fractured light of a city that had not slept since the outbreak. Sirens still echoed from somewhere farther west, near the medical cordon, but here the streets carried a different tension, quieter, more watchful.

She had been chasing whispers since dawn. Survivors not in hospitals, not in the official records, but hiding in abandoned buildings where Erebus’s reach didn’t yet extend. Every lead she had gathered in the last twenty-four hours pointed her here: a tower block gutted by fire years ago, windows boarded or broken, the stairwell sealed with plywood now pried open by desperate hands.

Lena slipped inside.

The air smelled of mildew and dust. Somewhere deeper, a generator rattled faintly, its stutter echoing through the empty hall. She kept her recorder in her pocket but switched it on, a small red light glowing like a heartbeat she carried with her. Evidence had to begin before words were spoken.

On the first floor, blankets hung as makeshift curtains across doorways. A family sat hunched on the floor of one corridor, three children pressed against their mother, eyes wide but silent. They watched Lena pass without question, their faces smudged with soot, their fear sharper than hunger.

She climbed the stairs. Each step creaked, each landing offered more shadows. By the time she reached the fourth floor, she could hear the coughs, deep, raw, too familiar. She followed the sound to an open doorway.

Inside, a boy no older than 12 sat cross-legged on a thin mattress, a candle stub flickering beside him. His hair was damp with sweat. His eyes locked on Lena’s the instant she entered, not afraid but measuring. Behind him, two men in coats stood stiffly, their hands concealed in their pockets.

“I’m not here to hurt him,” Lena said quietly.

The boy raised his arm without prompting. A scar ran across the forearm, jagged and fresh. Except, it wasn’t. The skin had already sealed smooth, leaving only the faintest trace of where the wound had been. He touched it with his fingertip as if to confirm it was real.

“They gave me a shot,” he said, voice hoarse. “When my brother collapsed. He didn’t make it. But I... changed.”

Lena felt her throat tighten. She had heard survivors speak of such things in fragments, wounds closing, fevers burning out too quickly but never seen it with her own eyes. The boy’s arm looked untouched, the healing too perfect.

“What did they give you?” she asked.

He shook his head. “A vial. No name. Just a spiral on the glass.”

Erebus’s emblem. Always the spiral.

Before she could ask more, the men in coats shifted. One stepped forward, his voice low but firm. “You should go. They’re coming.”

“Who?” Lena demanded.

The answer came in the echo of boots pounding up the stairwell.

The boy’s candle flickered, nearly went out. Panic darted across his face, then he turned it toward the door. “Run,” he whispered.

Lena’s body reacted before thought did. She snatched her recorder from her pocket and pressed it tighter against her chest, capturing every sound—the boots, the slam of a door somewhere below, the children crying on the lower floor. She bolted into the corridor, her boots slipping on damp concrete, her scarf brushing against her lips.

Shouts rose from the stairwell: orders barked in German, the clatter of rifles striking walls as men ascended.

She reached the end of the hall and pushed open a door onto a fire escape. Rusted metal groaned under her weight. She clattered down two flights, rain stinging her cheeks. At the second floor landing, she froze, two more men waited below, pale masks covering their faces, rifles slung across their shoulders.

No exit that way.

Lena vaulted the railing, dropping onto the awning of a shuttered café. The metal groaned but held. She scrambled down to the street, her ankle jolting painfully as she hit the wet pavement. Her recorder slipped from her scarf, clattering once before she caught it. Evidence intact.

Behind her, the fire escape clanged as the soldiers poured out.

Lena ducked into an alley, the stench of rotting trash sharp in her nose. She pressed herself against the wall, heart pounding, breath ragged. She could hear the boots again, the metallic scrape of rifles against stone.

Her hand brushed against her satchel. The files inside seemed suddenly too heavy, each page another reason to be hunted.

She moved. Always move.

The alley spat her out onto a side street lit only by a single neon sign buzzing above a closed pharmacy. She slipped into the shadows of a doorway as the first soldier rounded the corner. He paused, scanning, his visor reflecting the rain-slick street.

Lena held her breath.

A child’s cry echoed faintly from the apartment block behind. The soldier’s head turned, his focus breaking. Lena slid sideways, deeper into shadow, then into another alley that bent toward the river.

When she finally stopped, she was three blocks away, chest heaving. She pulled the recorder from her pocket and replayed the last few seconds, the boy’s voice, raw and young: Run.

She closed her eyes. His face lingered, the scar that wasn’t a scar, the spiral that had marked the vial.

Elysium wasn’t just spreading through cities. It was hiding in them.

And Erebus already knew where to look.

Chapter 2 – The Fractured City

Morning in Berlin broke without color. Clouds sagged low, thick with smoke from fires still burning in neighborhoods the authorities no longer tried to control. Lena crossed Alexanderplatz with her scarf pulled high, hood shadowing her face, recorder tucked safely against her chest.

The square should have been full of tourists and street musicians, children chasing pigeons across the wide stones. Instead, it pulsed with queues, lines of desperate citizens stretching around cordons of wire and steel. People clutched plastic bottles, ration cards, pieces of paper stamped by hospitals. They shuffled forward inch by inch toward pallets stacked with crates.

The crates bore corporate logos. Pharos Biotech in white stenciled letters. Novaxis Global in blue. Rivals in branding, but Lena’s eyes picked out what no one else seemed to notice or dared to mention. Both shipments carried the same spiral emblem burned faintly into the wood.

Her breath caught, and she steadied her recorder in her pocket, making sure the click of its quiet mechanism captured everything, the shuffle of boots, the hiss of soldiers ordering silence, the rattle of crates as forklifts moved them deeper behind the barricades.

A soldier barked at a woman near the front of the queue, shoving her back. Her paper slipped from her hand and landed in a puddle. She lunged for it, but another soldier kicked it farther. The woman’s voice broke into pleading German. The line wavered, murmurs spreading.

Another soldier stepped forward, rifle gripped hard. His voice rose above the noise: “Pharos is safe. Take the injection and you’ll be fine. Don’t listen to lies.”

A second soldier snapped back at him, loud enough for everyone to hear: “Novaxis works better. Don’t touch that Pharos garbage.”

The crowd tensed. Some nodded at the first soldier, others at the second. The arguments spilled into the line itself, families turning on each other, words slashing through the cold air.
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