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Hour Zero, Berlin Outbreak

04:17 a.m.

The night train screeched into Berlin Hauptbahnhof, brakes shrieking against steel. Carriage lights flickered, turning pale faces into ghosts. One man stayed behind as the others hurried out, slumped across two seats, his chest rising in shallow bursts.

He coughed again, a sound that rattled wet and low, and the cloth pressed to his mouth came away black-stained. Passengers nearby pulled scarves higher, eyes wide. No one touched him.

Paramedics boarded at 04:39 a.m. Their boots echoed against the floor as they slid him onto a stretcher. His skin was gray, sweat clinging in beads, pupils dilated like a camera shutter stuck open. They called him Patient A, another faint entry in a system already straining.

By 05:12 a.m., three nurses at Charité hospital were coughing into their masks. By 05:46 a.m., two orderlies collapsed in the corridor. The alarms did not sound at once, not yet. Systems stalled in confusion, waiting for confirmation that never came.

The infection moved faster than the clocks.

Outside, Berlin carried on as if dawn might still be ordinary. Commuters filled trams, cafés opened their shutters, and children crossed streets with satchels heavy on their backs. Somewhere above, billboards still hummed with promises of calm.

By the time the first newswire reported a “mystery illness,” the numbers had already doubled. And the man who had coughed into his sleeve on the night train had set in motion a war no government could contain.
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Chapter 1, Arrival in Berlin
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08:02 a.m.

The plane broke through cloud with a shudder, wings slicing into gray light. Berlin spread beneath in ordered lines, rooftops slick with rain, streets pulsing with traffic. From this height the city looked calm, ordinary, as though nothing could fracture its rhythm.

Lena Ortiz knew better.

Her phone screen glowed against her palm.

12 confirmed dead

78 quarantined

The numbers pulsed, updated every five minutes, relentless as a heartbeat. By the time the wheels touched the runway, they had shifted again.

19 dead

104 quarantined

She drew her scarf higher against her face, coarse wool scratching her jaw, and slipped the phone into her coat. The passenger beside her fussed with a briefcase, eyes darting as though silence itself might carry infection. No one spoke. No one coughed.

The terminal corridors smelled of antiseptic layered over stale air, sharp enough to sting her nose. Police stood behind glass barriers, uniforms creased but movements slow, exhaustion etched into every line of their faces. Their masks fogged with breath, their eyes rimmed in red.

At the checkpoint, the officer took her documents without a word. His gloved fingers lingered on the page.

“You are with WHO,” he said at last, his German clipped.

“Yes.”

The stamp cracked down. He pushed the papers back toward her. No welcome. No instruction. Only a silence that told her he no longer believed in rules.

Outside, the sky pressed low, the color of stone. Sirens rose and fell in waves across the city, distant yet unbroken, like the rhythm of an old wound reopened. Taxis idled along the curb. Drivers smoked behind half-open windows, flicking ash into puddles. When she stepped into the back seat of one, the man at the wheel glanced at her papers and frowned.

“Which hospital?”

“Charité.”

His jaw tightened. He started the engine.

The city slid by in streaks of gray. At intersections, people crowded under neon signs, their masks pale in the rain. Children clutched satchels too large for their backs. A billboard flashed static before resolving into bold text: Stay Calm, Official Updates at 10:00. The letters repeated in German, English, French, looping until the words lost meaning.

Lena’s satchel lay heavy against her thigh. Inside was little more than her credentials and a thin stack of files, yet it felt heavier than any evidence she had carried out of Kyiv or Zurich. The documents were a shield, fragile and temporary, the only thing separating her from suspicion.

She closed her eyes for a moment. Memory slipped through unbidden: her father’s hands years ago in Pripyat, clutching a vial as if it were life itself. Zurich, where executives raised a glass cylinder streaked with silver filaments and called it Lazarus. Cities had changed, faces had changed, but the science had never stopped moving.

Her phone vibrated.

27 dead

136 quarantined

The infection was not waiting.

The taxi turned onto Invalidenstraße. Ahead, the white walls of Charité hospital rose against the sky, floodlights glaring across the entrance. Military trucks lined the curb. Soldiers in masks moved patients on stretchers through plastic corridors that glistened with condensation. The hiss of generators filled the air, loud enough to drown the sirens.

The driver slowed. His hands trembled on the wheel. “You should not go in there,” he said.

“I have to.”

He said nothing more, only let her out at the gate. The rain stung as she stepped onto the pavement, her scarf damp against her lips. She adjusted her satchel, squared her shoulders, and walked toward the sliding doors.

Behind her the taxi pulled away fast, tires spitting water across the street.

Inside, the doors sealed with a whisper. The air was colder, scrubbed until it tasted of metal. Monitors beeped in frantic rhythm. Nurses in white gowns moved swiftly, their gloves snapping, eyes darting above their masks. Somewhere deeper in the ward, a man coughed, a wet sound that echoed through steel and tile.

Lena pressed her hand against the strap of her satchel, steadying it. She had come here to follow the story, but she already knew this was more than a headline.

This was the beginning.
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Chapter 2, Quarantine Ward
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13:40 p.m.

The entrance doors sighed shut behind Lena like a lung folding in on itself. A hospital smells different when fear has moved in, cleaner and harsher at once, like someone has scoured the world and found the parts that will not wash out. The antiseptic stung her nose, metal hummed underfoot, and every surface reflected light too bright to be honest.

A triage nurse met her at the threshold, eyes the only part of her face visible above the mask, pupils rimmed in tired red. She wore a laminated badge that read WHO, then hesitated at Lena’s credentials as if asking whether a journalist counted as necessary equipment. Lena handed the paper over without a word. The nurse scanned, then nodded once, a small motion that bought a few seconds of trust.

“Floor three,” the nurse said, voice flat and practiced, “Isolation A. Don’t touch anything you do not need.”

Lena tucked the strap of her satchel under her arm like a habit, not like protection, and followed. The elevator smelled of ozone, a sharp bite that settled in her throat. It moved with a clinical speed, soft as a thought. When the doors opened the corridor was suddenly narrower, the world reduced to tile and fluorescent glare. Nurses moved through it with purposeful economy, their shoes whispering. Stretchers threaded the passage like low, obedient animals.

Inside Isolation A, the air tasted colder, filtered so clean it felt almost stolen. Two sealed pods lined one wall, plastic domes breathing with hatches that hissed when they opened. Condensation had mapped the inside of each dome in ghost maps, breath tracing a small geography over skin. The monitors sang a constant, impatient song. Each beep was a small drum that measured fear.

A tech in full protective gear handled a vial with fingers that kept time, gloved hands precise and steady. The sound of plastic on metal cut through the room like a held breath releasing. Lena watched the droplet inside the vial catch light, look ordinary and impossible at once. Ordinary things had become evidence in a world that had forgotten simple certainties.

One patient lay rigid beneath the dome, wrists bound to slight restraints, a thin sheen of fever driving skin bright. The other shifted restlessly, eyes glassy and unfocused, pupils blown wide so the irises were pale rims in a dark sea. Each breath in the second pod carried a rasp, as though lungs were rubbing against something wrong. Lena felt the urge to touch, to press a hand to the warm plastic and reassure a stranger that the world still had edges. She stopped herself. Motion mattered less than distance here.

A nurse approached, clipboard clutched like a shield. “You can observe,” she said, “but keep to the perimeter. We are running PCR, then sequencing. Expect anomalies.” Her voice had the flattened tone of someone who had learned to hold horror in a neat line.

Lena had watched many forms of abnormal in her career, she had stood in rooms where bodies told stories the mouths would not, yet this room had the feeling of a hinge, like an engine being opened and a part slipping out that should not. She drew breath and let it go slowly, working rhythm into her limbs. Movement steadied her. Information steadied her more. She pulled out her recorder and let it run, a small act of insistence that the world would have a memory.

“How fast is it spreading?” she asked. She made the question practical, a professional edge around the panic.

The nurse tapped the chart, so many numbers trapped in neat rows. “Clusters in four hospitals across the city, cases doubling every 8 hours. The lesions appeared in under 24 hours for some patients. We see unusual regenerative markers in tissue biopsies.” She did not need to translate. Lena already felt the implication, the way a cure could learn to read like a sick language.
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