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	Author’s Note

	 

	The Snake Virus is a work of fiction. The setting is the contemporary United States of America, so the locations may feel familiar, and the happenings may seem plausible. However, there is no Narcotics Enforcement Administration, at least to my knowledge, and the other organizations referred to—such as the FBI and the United States government—do not necessarily operate in the manner depicted in the book. Further, the characters and storylines described in the novel are fabricated and not meant to parallel any events that have occurred in the country. At least, not yet.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	 

	Lieutenant Jonathan “Jack” Hostman had changed, and he wondered if he would ever be the same person again. At first, he thought the damage to his mind would heal, given sufficient time to work its way out of his system. Now he worried that the metamorphosis was permanent, and the person he had been but a few weeks ago would soon be almost unrecognizable to his new self. There was only one final chance to reverse this alteration, and it lay just beyond the gray door before him.

	Dr. Honeycomb greeted him warmly as he entered. “Are you feeling all right, Lieutenant? Your eyes are quite bloodshot.”

	“I’m a little jet-lagged, that’s all,” Jack replied.

	“Haven’t you been back from Asia for over a week now?”

	“Yeah. I can’t seem to get back in sync. I was hopin’ maybe seeing your ugly mug might snap me out of it.”

	Dr. Honeycomb smiled at the backhanded compliment, unaware that it wasn’t as sincere as it seemed. It wasn’t that Jack disliked the doctor. Rather, he found the psychiatrist less irritating than any of the other headshrinkers whose sofas he had darkened over the years, and there had been many. In fact, as much as he dismissed Dr. Honeycomb’s suggestions to his face, Jack often found them to be useful. Not that he would ever admit it.

	But the true reason Lieutenant Jack anxiously anticipated these appointments had nothing to do with the ease of conversing with Dr. Honeycomb or the man’s uncanny ability to understand what made him tick. In fact, Jack would savor these sessions even if the good doctor didn’t show up at all. Because what Jack loved most about Dr. Honeycomb was the man’s office.

	If there was an Oscar for most soothing environment in a counseling session, it would have long ago been presented to Dr. Honeycomb. You couldn’t tell from the outside, where Jack felt like a game show contestant while traversing the long, gray hallway, searching for which windowless Let’s Make a Deal door concealed the all-expense-paid vacation. But once he turned the knob and crossed the threshold, he was magically transported into the psychological equivalent of the Garden of Eden.

	“Would you care for a beverage?”

	“I’ll take a beer,” Jack deadpanned.

	“Sure. Let’s see what kind of beer I’ve got.” Dr. Honeycomb pried open the fridge concealed in the back wall. “Would you prefer root or diet root?”

	Jack chose the full-sugar option, then settled back into the brown leather chaise lounge. It didn’t seem possible that a piece of furniture could be this comfortable. Perhaps a set of cows had received daily full-body massages before donating their supple hides, which were then stuffed with whatever material fluffy white clouds consist of. It wasn’t uncommon for him to kick off his boots and stretch out on this couch of heaven, relaxing back against the side and becoming one with the cushions. During one appointment he’d dozed off, and the kind doctor let him sleep until the next patient arrived, then refused to charge him for the session. Actually, that had happened more than once.

	Dr. Honeycomb took a seat across from him. “How was your trip?”

	“Pretty low-key,” Jack replied. “We provided security detail for a buncha doctors doin’ lab inspections.”

	“Is that associated with the World Health Organization agreement where we monitor the virus labs in China?”

	The lieutenant nodded. “One of the facilities was right by the Shanghai Mental Health Center where you did that study abroad program back when you were in school.”

	The doctor’s expression froze. “How did you know that? I don’t recall ever mentioning that I studied abroad.”

	How did he know that? It wasn’t even the kind of fact Jack would normally remember about someone. But somehow he knew it to be true, as sure as he knew his name was Jack Hostman.

	The psychiatrist snapped out of his daze. “How’s your daughter? Have you seen her since you returned?”

	Turning away, Jack let his gaze wander across the shelves that were on the east wall of the office. They were only half filled with books. The remaining space integrated a veritable botanical garden—maidenhair ferns and hanging vines and other exotic greenery. On the end, next to the fiddle leaf fig tree, was a pot full of aloe vera directly above another shelf containing something called a snake plant. They looked similar on the outside, but piercing the skin of aloe vera produced a soothing balm, while the snake plant was one of the more toxic species of indoor vegetation. Several times, Dr. Honeycomb had commented on how he appreciated the juxtaposition of the two beautiful green plants, one filled with healing and the other with poison. You just had to get through the surface to find out which was which.

	The cascade of greenery reminded Jack of his favorite childhood story, where the back aisle of the school library was a portal into a fantasy world, the bookshelves incrementally transitioning into a lush mythical forest full of fantastical creatures and thrilling adventures. He had read and reread the entire series of novels, relishing the escape from the misery that was his adolescence. 

	In sixth grade, he’d discovered the first book while recovering from a broken wrist. Lewis Pratt, the middle school bully, had been standing behind the gym when Jack approached on his bike. His heart was beating a million miles an hour as he rode past, ignoring Lewis’s profane questions about his mother. But Lewis would not be ignored, and he shoved Jack into the brick wall, snapping his wrist.

	Later, when confronted by the principal, Lewis claimed Jack fell over on his own, and Lewis’s buddies swore to it. Even worse, the bully had now found a favorite target, relentlessly picking on Jack at every possible opportunity. He dreaded going to school each morning, but he was too afraid to rat them out to a teacher, and his mom couldn’t keep her own life from drowning in a liquor bottle, let alone deal with Jack’s problems. He tried to mention it to his dad once, but his father told him, “What goes around, comes around.” Whatever that meant.

	So, Jack spent his middle school years anxious and afraid, perpetually strategizing to evade the Lewis gang and retreating to the safety of his books. If only the magic portal existed in real life. He would occasionally wander down the far aisle of the middle school library, the one filled with entomology or etymology or whatever-ology that no one ever read. But he never found his escape, only some used roach tips and sometimes Billy Stover making out with Amy Welch.

	“We haven’t had a chance to get together,” Jack replied.

	Dr. Honeycomb didn’t fall for it. Not that Jack expected he would. “You’ve been home for over a week, and you couldn’t find one opportunity to see your only daughter? Have you even called her?”

	Jack’s gaze meandered down the bookshelf-cum-rainforest, still instinctively searching for a magic wormhole. His line of sight eventually reached the fig tree. Beyond it was the floor-to-ceiling glass that offered a spectacular view of not only Temple, Texas, but also Lake Belton, along with the surrounding resorts and lush green countryside. Yet another piece of the serenity that was Dr. Honeycomb’s office. But the windows on this building didn’t open, especially not on the top floor, meaning this was simply a breathtaking view and not the portal he had been hoping for. There would be no escaping the psychiatrist’s questions.

	Jack shook his head.

	“Would you like to tell me why that is?”

	Blocked by the impenetrable glass at the end of the bookcases, Jack closed his eyes. The only sound in the room was the babbling brook fountain adjacent to the sofa. The sound of the gurgling water whisked Jack back to nine years old, on a fishing trip with his father. It had been the greatest week of Jack’s life. His dad taught him to fly-fish, or at least attempted to. He had never witnessed such patience from his father, who didn’t strike him a single time and only raised his voice twice during the entire week, even when Jack accidentally knocked the box of lures into the water. On the final day, the old man actually hugged him after Jack reeled in an eight-pound cutthroat trout. It wasn’t a full hug, just a squeeze around the shoulders from the side, but it was one of the few times Jack could recall physical contact with his father without the typical stab of pain or trickle of blood. The feeling was indescribable. Life had never been so good. The future had never looked so bright.

	Until the ride home, when Jack was given a crash course in the mechanics of divorce. That was the point when he became a pawn in his parents’ marital nuclear war, a conflict where the wrath on both sides drowned out any capability to grasp the concept of mutually assured destruction. Like the day he turned eleven, when his dad unexpectedly picked him up from school, then drove him out of town while his mom called the police in a panic when he didn’t get off the bus. Then she drank herself into a humiliating stupor in front of his friends as they feasted on his birthday cake without him.

	His mom had patiently waited six months to exact her revenge. She had convinced Jack to steal the extra key to his dad’s place, then snuck in one Friday and spiked the wine bottles with massive quantities of laxatives. It wasn’t long after dinner that evening when his dad’s new girlfriend locked herself in the apartment’s only bathroom while his father yelled and groaned and writhed in pain and finally soiled himself silly. A double victory for his mom, who succeeded in both embarrassing her ex-husband and breaking up his budding relationship all in one fell swoop.

	At length, Jack answered, “I didn’t dare to.”

	A puzzled look graced Dr. Honeycomb’s face. “You didn’t dare to call your own daughter?”

	Jack gritted his teeth. “I was afraid that …”

	After an awkward delay, the psychiatrist prodded him. “Afraid of what?”

	Jack rolled his head to his right. The west wall incorporated an enormous saltwater tank replete with colorful aquatic life that darted and played and hid among the myriad of hollow ceramic castles embedded in the blue gravel seabed. If only he could be one of the fish. Encased in a protective glass enclosure, fed by a loving hand from someone that simply enjoyed the fact that you existed, without any strings attached. This fantasy, of course, was equally as impossible as the rainforest portal, but it was yet another soothing mindset that the room provided.

	One of the smaller fish ducked into an alcove formed by the giant castle in the center of the tank. During his junior year in high school, he had watched Lewis Pratt going around the corner into an outdoor alcove of the school maintenance building. It was already evening time—football practice had finished half an hour ago, although Jack was forced to stay late and run laps for being disruptive—but Lewis was still here, wandering around, searching for his car. Jack hurried over to the maintenance building just in time to literally bump into Lewis coming around the corner from the other direction, apparently having realized that he had parked somewhere else.

	A growth spurt at the end of eighth grade, along with an addiction to the weight room during football season, had given Jack a sizable, rock-hard body. Lewis—whose only growth since middle school had been horizontal around his midsection—bounced right off Jack’s chest. It was like a rubber ball filled with Jello ricocheting off the corner of a brick wall. 

	“Sorry,” Lewis mumbled as he shuffled past, not looking at Jack as he spoke. Jack wasn’t looking at him either, though. He was surveying the area, searching for a teacher or janitor or another student departing late. Not another soul was in sight. That was when Jack finally understood how what goes around, comes around.

	Principal Cleven had looked at Jack skeptically the next day as he claimed that Lewis must have fallen over on his own, injuring himself seriously enough to have to go to the hospital. There were no witnesses, and the principal missed or, more likely, willfully ignored the bruises on Jack’s fists, so no punishment was meted out, allowing Jack to still play in the regional championship that Friday. He repaid the principal’s discretion by sacking the opposing team’s quarterback three times, enabling their school to win 24–21.

	“Jack, are you still with me?” Dr. Honeycomb’s voice dragged him back to the present.

	Maybe he should tell Dr. Honeycomb the truth. After all, wasn’t it this man’s job to debug his mind? He could bare his soul about the underlying fear that kept him from calling Theresa, his daughter and only child, the one person in the world he could honestly say he loved unconditionally. Not that loving her was difficult—she was an angel sent from heaven, miraculously immune to all the dysfunctionality that swirled around her like a perpetual hurricane.

	Jack had met Beth, Theresa’s mother, in college at a frat party, both of them totally wasted on Jello shots. Beth was homeschooled, sheltered, restricted, and overprotected to the point where her resentment became a powder keg. Jack was the perfect match to blow up the whole thing in her parents’ faces. Jack and Beth had a passionate yet volatile relationship for three months, during which time Beth lied about being on birth control. When her parents came to pick her up for the holiday break, she scornfully announced that she was pregnant. Her parents were devastated, but they vowed to support their wayward daughter and their first grandbaby. Feeling unfulfilled in her quest for vengeance on her parents, Beth upped the ante by marrying the father of her child, a low-life football player who was about to lose his scholarship due to the trifecta of drug use, fighting, and failing grades. That would show them they couldn’t control her life. 

	Which was how Jack became a husband and father at the tender age of twenty.

	The marriage lasted less than two years, a period Jack could only vaguely recall due to his substance addictions. Then Beth took Theresa and ran off, while Jack joined the Marines. Three years and a partially successful Alcoholics Anonymous program later, Jack was finally permitted to see his daughter twice a month.

	Even by his own assessment, Jack was a terrible father—forgetting birthdays, missing dance recitals, showing up hours late to pick her up, often a bit tipsy. But it seemed like the worse he acted, the more his daughter loved him. Theresa erased from her memory the hideous comments her mom would make about Jack, the same way she turned a deaf ear when Jack would rant about what an evil witch Beth was. How two devils had conceived and given birth to an angel like Theresa was an enigma that even the sagacious Dr. Honeycomb wouldn’t be able to crack. Perhaps there is a mysterious force more powerful than DNA that governs a person’s destiny.

	“Will you excuse me for a minute, Doc? I need to use your restroom.”

	“Of course.”

	The final piece of heaven that was Dr. Honeycomb’s office was the private, marble-clad bathroom. It was perfectly appointed, sparkling clean, and the air was like stepping outside on a cool spring morning after the snow had melted and the flowers were stretching themselves up from the earth. Jack activated the waterfall-like faucet and splashed cool water on his face, then dried it and stared at his reflection. The image that peered back from the mirror looked fine to him. His eyes were as white as snow, not a hint of redness or a visible vein. Why did his psychiatrist think they were bloodshot?

	Dr. Honeycomb waited for Jack to again meld with the cloud-stuffed leather couch before he cut to the chase. “What’s going on with you today, Jack? We’ve been meeting for over four years now, and I can’t recall a time when you’ve been so reluctant to open up. Not even during our first session.”

	“It’s just that I don’t …” Jack drifted off.

	“Don’t what?” Dr. Honeycomb asked after an interminable delay. “Don’t trust me?”

	“No, it’s not that. I don’t trust me.”

	The doctor shook his head. “Do you remember the trust exercise that we did a few years ago? Let’s try that again.” He opened a drawer in the end table and pulled out a thick silk scarf.

	“I don’t think that we want to—”

	“How about if I go first?” The psychiatrist wrapped the scarf tightly around his eyes and tied it in the back. “There. I can’t see a thing. Now, I’m going to walk around the room, and I’m going to trust you to warn me before I run into anything.”

	“C’mon, Doc. I don’t think this is a good idea.”

	Dr. Honeycomb rose from his chair and turned around several times. “Here we go. I’m trusting you, Jack.” Blindfolded, he began to walk toward the fish tank.

	Jack jumped to his feet as the psychiatrist was about to bang into the aquarium. “Stop!”

	The doctor froze in his tracks, then held out a hand to feel the smooth glass of the tank. “Thank you, Jack. I could have broken my nose right there. Do you see how useful it is to trust someone?”

	“Turn to your right.”

	Dr. Honeycomb rotated his body ninety degrees, his hidden face looking blankly across the front of the aquarium. “What would you like me to do next?”

	Jack didn’t reply. He surveyed the office—his oasis of peace and serenity—from the fish meandering lazily through the clear water to the refreshingly scented bathroom to the magical, tropical bookshelf. It wasn’t working. For the first time in four years, the room was failing him. Miserably. He was in trouble.

	That was when it hit him full force, like he was caught in a flash flood, hanging on to a tree limb for dear life. He had been holding on to this psychiatry office, this refuge of sanity, when the limb snapped, and he was being swept away by the raging water, helpless to escape, a victim to whichever way the current took him.

	Jack hurried over to stand by the doctor. “Do you trust me, Doctor Honeycomb?”

	“Yes, Jack. I trust you.” The psychiatrist reached up toward the scarf covering his eyes. “Now I’m going to ask you to trust me.”

	Jack blocked the doctor’s hand. “Just a minute, don’t take the blindfold off yet. Tell me why you trust me.”

	Dr. Honeycomb lowered his hands, then turned toward Jack’s voice, seeming to peer at him through the scarf. “Because I know you. I know that you hate being called Jonathan because that’s your father’s name, which is why you go by Jack. I know that the only person you truly love in this world is your daughter, Theresa, which makes it odd that you haven’t called her. At this point, I probably know you better than you know yourself.”

	“Sometimes, people change.”

	“People can change, but only through concerted effort. Without conscious energy, people will more or less continue to behave the same way their entire adult lives, always tending to the same habits, be they good or evil.”

	“You’re wrong, Doctor.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Because sometimes, something will happen to a person. And when it does, it will change them. And they will do things that they wouldn’t have done in a million years.”

	“Like what, Jack?”

	“Like this.”

	In one seamless motion, Jack placed his left hand directly behind Dr. Honeycomb’s head. Simultaneously, he took his right hand and reached behind his back, up under his shirt to the sheath attached to his belt. Then he whipped out his concealed karambit knife and slit the good doctor’s throat.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	 

	Mo Abdallah cocked his head to peer up at the hulking figure towering over him. The man wore a baseball cap pulled snuggly over his forehead, casting a shadow over a set of piercing eyes. His expression was at once both gracious and threatening. Mo vacillated between a desire to hug the man and the urge to grab a knife from the adjacent countertop and stab him in the neck. 

	“Once you take it, you can’t untake it. You can never go back,” the big man warned.

	“Go back where?” Mo asked.

	“Go back to before you took it. Take it once, and you’re not the same person anymore.”

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“Sure. Everyone has a choice.”

	To Mo, it didn’t seem like he did. Not after the past few months, at least. Not since the dreams began. Dreams where he would murder his wife or one of his children. Sometimes, his entire family at once. Using increasingly savage and ghastly methods with each subsequent nightmare. He would awake in a panic, feeling like he was having a heart attack. 

	At first, a wave of relief would wash away the anxiety once he established that his loved ones were alive and safe in their beds. But as the weeks dragged on, he began avoiding sleep, fearing that he would act out in real life the scenes that flashed through his mind during the night and then awaken to the corpses of his beloved family, murder weapon in his hand. He would stay up as late as possible and set several alarms to minimize the number of hours he slumbered.

	That only compounded the problem as his increasingly sleep-deprived mind had more and more difficulty differentiating his dreamworld from reality. He became paranoid that the universes would reverse, that he would kill his wife and children and then doze off and dream of spending quality time together as a family. 

	That left only one course of action. The only way to ensure his family’s safety was to eliminate the threat. Even if that threat was himself. He was about to end his own life when he met someone. Someone that seemed to have the answer. Someone that had reached down to his darkest depths and offered a lifeline. Had that person truly existed? Or had he dreamed that too?

	“Are you okay?” A deep voice yanked him back to the present. “No offense, but you look exhausted. Is that why your eyes are so bloodshot?”

	Mo shook off the question. “What did you say your name was? You don’t sound like the guy I talked to on the phone.”

	“Yeah, about that. I’ve been monitoring this deal, and I had to intercept them on the way over here. They’re not, uh, properly trained to handle this situation.” The big man glanced down at his watch. “Speaking of which, we’re going to have to move things along here. I believe this is what you were looking for?” He held up a large ziplock bag of 10910 pills.

	The narcotic seemed to glow in the overhead lights. It was calling out to Mo, promising to be the solution to all his problems, promising to bring an end to the literal nightmare his existence had become. Promising life. 

	Mo nodded his head slowly, tears welling up in his eyes. “I’m already a dead man walking. I have to have it. It’s my only hope.”

	For the first time since he had arrived, the man cracked the faintest of smiles. “You’re feeling the draw.”

	“The what?”

	“It’s called the draw—an irresistible force that draws you to the drug. Are you ready?” He extracted a pill from the bag and held it out in his large palm.

	Mo opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of sparkling water. Then he reached for the drug.

	Suddenly, the man withdrew his hand, clamping a powerful fist over the pill. “Is that carbonated?”

	“I always drink sparkling water. I got hooked on the stuff when I lived in Europe.”

	The man shook his head. “You have to take it with regular water. Carbonation breaks down the chemical ingredients in the drug, negating its effect. Get a glass from the tap. By the way, I think you’ll find the flavor beyond anything you’ve experienced before.”

	“Uh, I think I know what the water tastes like. I do live here.”

	“Trust me on this one. Oh, and this first batch is going to be free. You can make up for it when you purchase your next order.”

	That threw Mo for a loop. “Next order? How many pills do I need to take before I’m cured?”

	“Only one. The first pill is the one that counts. But you’ll want more. Everyone—and I truly mean everyone—always does.” The man checked the time again. “We need to get rolling. Hey, do you have a Post-it note I can use? It will save you some hassle later.”

	*****

	Among the thick shadows that populated the region between streetlights, an unmarked van discreetly slowed to a stop next to the curb. Inside, six men suited up quickly and quietly, donning helmets, Kevlar vests, and tactical gear—all in black. Carson Viceroy, the agent in charge of the raid, urged his team to commence, but one of his agents had a broken strap on his body armor. After ten minutes of frustration and cussing, he finally got it fixed, and the team moved out.

	As the ninja-like figures stealthily whisked up the street, an uneasy feeling began to materialize in Carson’s gut. He tried to shake it off, tried to convince himself that Martinez’s broken vest wasn’t a sign they were jinxed. Tried to remind himself that he didn’t believe in jinxes. But it wasn’t working.

	The feeling went beyond the defective body armor—the entire setting was disconcerting as well. Carson had never done an operation in a neighborhood this elegant, with towering palm trees that lined the boulevard while faux gas lanterns softly illuminated their path. What he wouldn’t give for an overgrown yard full of weeds in front of a graffiti-covered, boarded-up bungalow. That would ease his mind. But the sprawling estates his team hustled past were professionally landscaped and perfectly manicured, making him feel like a fish out of water. With each property spanning multiple acres, it was an extensive hike before the team reached their destination.

	Everything about this assignment reeked of being cursed. Everything in his gut told him to abort now before he found himself retching all over the asphalt. But the Narcotics Enforcement Agency does not consider nausea an acceptable reason to abandon a well-planned raid, so Carson pressed on. Besides, his well-trained team would overcome any bad luck that awaited them. Of course, they would.

	As they approached the tall columns standing at attention across the front of the house, the three agents in the back clicked off the safeties on their Rock River Arms LAR-15 assault rifles, then moved out in formation around the men carrying the battering ram. The group paused for a moment on the porch, peeking through the decorative glass to scan for movement inside. 

	A moment before their grand entrance, Carson pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and twice verified that the address written at the top of the page—five twenty-four—did indeed match the numbers etched in stone next to the front door. He had once inadvertently busted a couple engaging in some marital bliss rather than the fentanyl deal occurring next door. One such error in a lifetime was enough for him.

	The two agents in front hoisted the battering ram backward to the cocked position. Before they could strike, however, Carson called for them to halt. Something strange on the door caught his eye. A small, yellow Post-it note stuck behind the shiny brass door handle. He slowly peeled it off, then tilted it backward so he could view it in the dim glow from the landscape lighting.

	“What does it say?” Martinez asked in a strained whisper.

	Carson’s stomach did a somersault as he read the note aloud. “ ‘It’s unlocked.’ ”

	Martinez leaned forward and pressed the thumb catch on the handle. The message on the Post-it was accurate—the door opened easily. Silently lowering the battering ram to the ground, the two men drew their Glock 19 pistols as each leaned a shoulder against one of the doorjambs. The assault rifles prepared to burst through the entryway first.

	“Police! Search warrant!” yelled Carson with an uncharacteristic tremble in his voice as the team rushed across the threshold. The only light in the house emanated from a large kitchen in the rear that overlooked the pool. With several quick hand motions, Carson directed three of the agents to spread out and search for threats on the second floor, while the other two were to accompany him toward the lit room in the back. The team obeyed instantly, shuffling cautiously as they scanned various hiding places through the sights on their weapons.

	In the kitchen, relaxing on a stool at the end of a large granite island, a man sat smiling. He casually looked up at the three agents storming his house as if they were late dinner guests, arriving just in time for the bacon-wrapped shrimp appetizer. His hands were visible, placed palms down on the countertop, his white button-down shirt freshly soaked down the front. 

	“On the ground! Hands on your head!” Carson commanded him. 

	The man calmly obeyed. After they frisked and bound him, the other agents returned him to his seat, where he still displayed an insuppressible grin. It was like he wouldn’t be able to frown if his life depended on it.

	“Mohammad Abdallah,” Carson said, “you’re under arrest. Who else is in the house?”

	“What makes you think anyone else is here?” Mohammad asked.

	Carson glanced over at the countertop. A ziplock bag full of brown pills with red accents—a cache of the illegal narcotic known as 10910—lay innocently on the granite. “A drug deal takes more than one person. How many are there?”

	“Only one other guy. Oh, and he wanted me to tell you that y’all are ten minutes late.”

	“We’re what?”

	Out of nowhere, the ceiling reverberated with a powerful commotion, like someone upstairs had lost their balance on the top of a ladder and fell. 

	“Ouch, that sounded painful,” commented the smiling perp.

	Carson whipped his head around and gave a tense nod to his teammates. They hustled out of the kitchen.

	Another loud smashing noise. Then a guttural yell. 

	“Who else is here?” Carson asked again, pointing his shotgun directly at his captive’s face.

	“I told you, there’s only one guy. How many did you bring?”

	A third crash. Carson spun and readjusted his grip on the shotgun. He alternated between aiming at the two different entrances to the kitchen. The uneasy feeling in his gut had now infected the rest of his body. He shouted into his headset, “Johnson, what is the situation?”

	The only response was the sound of a body tumbling down the staircase along with the splintering of wood. “Try Martinez,” Mohammad suggested. “I think he said Martinez would be last.”

	Terror flashed like lightning across Carson’s mind as he peered at his captive, still docile and seated happily at the island. Carson cussed at his unseen enemy. His breaths came in short bursts. He worked to contain the panic welling up inside him. “Martinez, what’s going on?”

	“I don’t—” was all Martinez could reply through the headset before he was interrupted by the sound of skeletal blunt trauma, followed by the thud of a body collapsing on the ground.

	His shotgun trembling in front of him, Carson crept cautiously to the hallway outside the kitchen. His panicked eyes scanned for movement. Beyond the hallway was a formal living room. Carson stared down the sight of the shivering barrel at the overstuffed leather couches, the glass coffee table, the mahogany grand piano. Everything seemed fine. The only abnormality in view came from the far side of the room, where Johnson lay sprawled out on the stairs, his unconscious head hanging between several broken banister spindles. No motion whatsoever. Carson frantically fished in his pocket for his cell phone.

	Mohammad chuckled. “Are you calling for backup?”

	“Shut up!” Carson yelled, spinning back around to aim his shotgun at his captive, who was still bound with zip ties and seated. “Just shut up!”

	“Well, you’d better dial fast.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Because he’s right behind you.”

	 


CHAPTER 3

	 

	Dr. Leia Jenner’s nine-thirty appointment was a no-show, giving her a twenty-minute break. She used this hiatus to peruse case files from across the hospital, scanning for patients who were displaying unusual symptoms or not responding to treatment. Like a crime scene investigator looking for an overlooked clue or a slight anomaly in the suspect’s alibi, she would analyze the medical charts, searching for a misdiagnosed malady so that she could intervene and determine the proper remedy. Her colleagues didn’t always appreciate her nosing around their patients, but she had been right enough times that the hospital administration permitted her snooping.

	She often compared it to navigating a complicated maze with innumerable dead ends and wrong turns that needed to be eliminated to find the single path to the exit. But, oh, the thrill of the hunt to identify the infection, the satisfaction of solving the mystery. It offered an adrenaline rush like no other when she cracked the enigma of a rare disease that had stumped so many other talented physicians. In a moment of complete honesty, she would have to label it an addiction. But she tried to avoid moments of complete honesty as much as possible.

	Leia hadn’t always been this way. She was more or less a normal child, despite having two unbelievably quirky parents. They were both die-hard Star Wars fans to a degree that could be classified as clinical insanity. On their wedding day, they were pronounced man and wife by none other than Darth Vader, who wished for the force to be with them always. During the reception, instead of a first dance, they had their first lightsaber battle in front of the Mos Eisley Cantina Band. It was obvious who she was named after.

	When Leia was in high school, she dreamed of being a pediatrician. It was a barely acceptable career to her parents, who had impossibly high expectations for their only child—they never wanted more than one; after all, the galaxy was crowded enough. But despite their prodding to raise her sights to a more respectable occupation such as rocket scientist or the researcher who cured cancer, she held her ground and vowed to be the best pediatrician ever, in hopes they would eventually be proud of her. Someday.

	“The Imperial March” played out of Leia’s cell phone, startling her from her infectious disease sleuthing. It was amazing how many people didn’t connect the origin of her first name until they heard her ringtone. The caller was Ming, one of the emergency room nurses and her only friend at the hospital. Ming would have normally texted so as not to interrupt one of Leia’s appointments, thus a phone call meant something was up.

	“I need your help,” Ming began without even saying hello.

	“What’s the situation?” Leia asked.

	“Doctor Deathspoon is up to his usual tricks.”

	“Oh no. Deathspoon strikes again. What’s he doing now?”

	“Nine-year-old girl with a fever of one oh three point five, nausea, vomiting. Deathspoon is claiming it’s a stomach bug and is trying to send her home, but I’ve got a weird feeling about this one. Can you come take a look?”

	Leia grinned. “Be down in a minute. Email me her chart, I’ll read it on the way.”

	After instructing the receptionist to stall her patients until she returned, Dr. Leia Jenner darted out the door and speedwalked down the corridor toward the connecting sky bridge to the hospital, reading the patient’s chart on her phone as she went. The alacrity with which she could diligent a medical chart was awe-inspiring to most, but for Leia, it was never fast enough. 

	During sophomore year of high school, her dad had signed her up for a statewide timed math competition, despite her protests that science was more of her strong suit than mathematics. Out of nine hundred students, the top ten finalists each received a twenty-thousand-dollar scholarship and had their name announced on the evening news. 

	The night the results were broadcast, Leia sat quietly between her mom and dad, pale and trembling. The names were read one by one, and after reaching number ten without hearing Leia Jenner, her heart crumbled inside her chest. Her father immediately phoned the hosting organization to demand an explanation. He was informed that his daughter had placed eleventh in the competition. She hadn’t been fast enough. Neither parent spoke a word to Leia for an entire week.

	Rather than slow her down, the crowded sky bridge inspired Leia to accelerate as if she was running an obstacle course. At barely over five feet tall, she found it easy to duck in and out of the foot traffic, winding her way between the other pedestrians. She only occasionally looked up from the medical chart on her smartphone as her short, brown hair bobbed up and down near her chin.

	Would she have been this passionate about being a pediatrician? She would never know. As a freshman enrolled in the premed program at the University of Texas at Austin, Leia still had her sights set on doing annual well-child exams and handing out lollipops. But that was the year that her dad went on a business trip to Beijing, and her mom, who was having trouble adjusting to an empty nest, went along for the ride. They had the unfortunate luck of staying at a hotel that would shortly be infamous as the location of a super-spreader SARS occurrence. Both her parents became infected, and before the outbreak was made public, Leia got a call from the US Embassy in China. Her parents had succumbed to the virus. One month before her nineteenth birthday, Leia Jenner had found herself completely alone in the world. The following semester, she switched her specialty.

	The moment Leia arrived at the Emergency Room in Baylor, Scott, and White Medical Center in Temple, Texas, Ming pulled her aside. “Deathspoon is right around the corner. You can hear him arguing with the parents.”

	Turning her head to listen, Leia could make out a frantic mother pleading that something was gravely wrong with her little girl, Kenna. The doctor was telling her that it was simply a virus that would clear itself up in a few days. Nothing else could be done.

	Ming whispered in Leia’s ear. “I overheard that Kenna was in another ER two days ago, and they sent her home with the same diagnosis. Something smells fishy to me.”

	Leia nodded as she peeked around the corner. Kenna’s dad appeared to be siding with the doctor. He was ready to leave because of an important meeting or something. But Kenna’s mom, her eyes wet with agonized determination, stood her ground. It was a pretty heated debate, one not to be easily interrupted. Plus, Deathspoon would never let a less experienced doctor like Leia examine his patient. She needed a strategy.

	Out of the corner of her eye, Leia spotted a deliveryman entering the ER toting a teddy bear. She rushed over and offered him fifty dollars for it. “I can’t do that,” he responded. “I’m supposed to deliver this to a boy upstairs.”

	Leia nodded her head toward the parking lot. “I’ll bet it won’t take you ten minutes to go out and buy another one. I’ll give you two hundred for this one right now, but you have only ten seconds to decide.”

	He was headed back to his van in less than five.

	The pleas from Kenna’s mom grew in desperation. “It’s not a stomach bug. I’m telling you, there’s something seriously wrong with her.”

	Her husband put his hand on her shoulder. “Honey, the tests came back negative. What else do you want the doctor to do?”

	“Anything! She’s very sick and—”

	“Excuse me,” Leia interrupted. “I’m in a volunteer program to hand out toys to children at the hospital. Would it be all right if I gave your daughter this stuffed animal? It’s my last one.”

	“Leia?” A gruff but nasally voice towered over her.

	Leia turned to face him. With the crook in his nose and his unibrow, along with the way he tended to talk out of one side of his mouth, there was no way to describe him other than goofy. “Doctor Ditherspoon. I didn’t see you there.”

	“What in the world are you doing?”

	“Just trying to boost morale in the ER.”

	Dr. Ditherspoon looked puzzled, then he scowled. “Are you trying to steal my—?”

	“Your opportunity to hand out teddy bears? Yep, you caught me. I know how you love children so much that you usually sign up for all the volunteer shifts yourself. But you should give someone else a chance to spread the joy.”

	“I don’t—”

	“Don’t mind if I stop in and see your patient? Wonderful!” Leia turned to the mom. “Is it okay with you if I go in and talk to your daughter?”

	Kenna’s mom nodded, and in a flash, Leia ducked into the room where Kenna was staying.

	“Hey!” Dr. Ditherspoon yelled after Leia. “What are you planning on doing in there?” He began to follow her in, but Kenna’s mom cut him off.

	“Don’t you walk away from me, Doctor! I want to know what else you’re going to do about my daughter.”

	Ditherspoon wasn’t going to fall for this for long, so Leia had to work fast. “Kenna? Hi, sweetie. My name is Doctor Jenner. I need to ask you a few questions, okay?”

	Kenna lay curled up in the fetal position, shivering under the hospital blanket. At the sound of Leia’s voice, her eyelids slowly creaked open, like they were attached with rusty hinges. She had an expression of exhaustion and despair on her face, as if she had been running from the boogeyman nonstop for days and had finally resigned herself to the fact that she would never escape. “Doctor?” Her voice was frail and weak. “What’s wrong with me?”

	Less than five minutes later, Dr. Ditherspoon burst into the room. “Okay, Leia, you’ve handed out your teddy bear. Now skedaddle so we can discharge Kenna, and she can go home and recover from her stomach flu.”

	Leia stood up from the edge of the bed where she had been sitting and looked up at Dr. Ditherspoon. Ming had nicknamed him Deathspoon after two separate occasions where he had misdiagnosed patients and sent them home with either the wrong treatment or no treatment at all. The hospital administration had investigated the incidents and let him off the hook both times. But Leia wasn’t going to let him do that to Kenna.

	“She’s not going home, and she doesn’t have a stomach bug.”

	“Excuse me?”

	Kenna’s dad glanced over at Dr. Ditherspoon. “Who is this?”

	“I’m sorry,” Leia answered the dad, even though he wasn’t looking at her. “My name is Doctor Jenner. I’m an infectious disease specialist.”

	The dad looked incredulously at Leia. “You’re a doctor? Are you even old enough to have graduated from college?”

	“Actually, I’m not. Luckily, a friend hooked me up with a fake ID. He wanted me to buy beer, but I used it to go to medical school instead. And I learned enough to figure out that your daughter has a severe bacterial infection, probably originating from an abscess in her leg.”

	“An abscess?” Dr. Ditherspoon repeated.

	“Yes. Didn’t Kenna tell you that her leg is in pain?”

	“That’s from a soccer injury,” Kenna’s dad said.

	“Kenna’s been sick for six days, which means she hasn’t played soccer for at least that long. Most nine-year-old girls that play rec soccer are more interested in watching the butterflies fluttering over the field than in scoring a goal, let alone playing hard enough to sustain an injury that still hurts after six days. Not to mention that there’s no sign of bruising, and the slight swelling is symmetrical, which is more indicative of a bone infection than muscle damage, which would swell more on one side. She needs a CT scan of her leg, then we can do a culture on whatever we find there.”

	“What?” Dr. Ditherspoon growled. “You want to do a CT scan for the stomach flu?”

	“Most stomach flu symptoms peak in twenty-four to forty-eight hours, then the patient begins to recover. Kenna tells me she’s been continuing to feel worse for almost a week now, which would point to a nasty bacterial infection that her body is unable to fight off on its own, possibly a staph infection. But we better jump on this immediately before it turns into sepsis or necrotizing pneumonia.”

	Kenna’s dad turned to Dr. Ditherspoon. “Did I mention to you that I’m a lawyer? So I suggest you follow Doctor Jenner’s instructions before I sue the pants off you and this hospital.”

	Ditherspoon’s face flashed bright red, and Leia swore tiny wisps of steam came shooting out of his ears. Then he turned on his heels and stuck his head out the door. “Ming, I’m going to need a CT scan for Kenna.”

	Leia had to bite her cheek in order to contain her grin. “I have another appointment now, but I’ll try to check on her later.” She gave Kenna a wink. “We’re going to get you all fixed up, okay?”

	The sick girl managed a weak nod.

	Leia had to turn sideways to edge past a still stewing Dr. Ditherspoon, who refused to step aside to let her through. As she did, she caught sight of Kenna’s mom choking back tears and mouthing the words Thank you. Leia smiled in response.

	During her lunch break, Leia phoned the ER to check on Kenna, but the girl was off at her CT scan. Then, shortly after one o’clock, she got a text from Ming that informed her Kenna did indeed have an infected abscess on her femur bone. But the most gratifying moment of her day came late in the afternoon when she got a call from none other than Dr. Ditherspoon. Kenna’s latest tests showed that she had MRSA, a serious type of staph infection. He had prescribed vancomycin, an intravenous antibiotic, but Kenna’s parents insisted that he confer with her before they gave their consent. Leia confirmed that was the right course of treatment.

	As the sun melted into an orange glow outside the hospital windows, Leia locked up her office and hurried through the maze of corridors back to the ER. It made her heart sing to step into Kenna’s room and see the little girl sitting up in bed, clutching tightly to her new teddy bear. She was wearing a blue shirt with daisies across the front. “Hey, how’s my favorite patient feeling?”

	Kenna squeezed the stuffed animal to her chest. “A little better.”

	Easing down on the edge of the bed, Leia brushed a few strands of hair off Kenna’s face, tucking them behind her ear. “I love your shirt.” Leia nodded toward the floral pattern covering Kenna’s chest. “You know that daisies are my favorite flower? When I was your age, I used to pull the petals off one at a time.”

	That drew a faint smile. “I do that too. When can I go home?”

	“Pretty soon, sweetie. Tomorrow, they’re going to drain the abscess in your leg, then the antibiotics should knock out the rest of your infection. Looks like we caught it just in time.”

	“You’re going to knock it out?”

	“That’s right, we’re gonna punch that infection right in the face.” Leia made a fist and smacked it into her other hand.

	Kenna let out a tiny giggle. “Thanks for my teddy bear. Do you know what I named her?”

	“What?”

	“I named her Doctor Jenner.”

	“Doctor Jenner? Why, that is the most beautiful name!” Leia scrunched her face into a puzzled look. “In fact, I think I’ve heard it before. Now, who do I know named Doctor Jenner?”

	Kenna gave a full laugh this time. “That’s you, silly. You’re Doctor Jenner.”

	Looking down at her name badge, Leia slapped her palm into her forehead. “Oh, that’s right. I totally forgot. Well, you take good care of the teddy bear Doctor Jenner, okay?”

	As Leia got up to leave, she turned to Kenna’s parents. “Your daughter is going to be just fine.”

	Kenna’s mom abruptly pulled Leia in for a hug. “I can’t thank you enough for figuring out Kenna didn’t have the stomach flu.”

	“Actually,” Leia replied, “you were the one who gave me the strongest piece of evidence that Kenna had something more serious than a common virus.”

	“What was that?”

	“Mother’s intuition. You knew in your heart something was wrong. And I’ve learned in the few years I’ve been in this business that mothers have a certain sixth sense about these things.”

	“Yeah, about that,” Kenna’s dad interjected. “I want to apologize about the youngster comments earlier. I guess you know your stuff.”

	“Thanks,” Leia replied. “And that’s only after one semester of med school. Imagine how much I’ll know by the time I graduate.”

	“Wait a minute, you’re only—”

	“Kidding. I’m only kidding. I really am a doctor. Well, I have to get going. I’ll stop by tomorrow and check on Kenna.”

	Kenna’s dad smiled and offered her a firm handshake. “Thank you, Doctor Jenner. You are a lifesaver.”

	Outside Kenna’s room, Ming was waiting for her. “Nice work, Princess. Looks like you saved the day. Deathspoon defeated again.”

	Leia shook her head. “This could have gotten ugly if we’d sent poor Kenna home only to have her return when the infection made its way to one of her vital organs. I’m going to have to write up Ditherspoon for this one.”

	“It’s not going to help. He’s got someone on the hospital board who’s covering for him.”

	“But when is it going to stop? Next thing you know, some construction worker is going to come into the ER with a piece of rebar sticking out of his gut, and Deathspoon’s gonna diagnose it as indigestion and send the guy home with some antacid.”

	Ming chuckled. “Hey, there’s a music festival downtown on Saturday. Do you wanna go?”

	“I can’t. I’ve got a date.”

	“Is this with Ed again?” Ming asked, grinning. “This is starting to sound serious.”

	Ming was referring to Edmund Furgis, a psychiatrist that one of Leia’s colleagues, Elaine Bosco, had matched her up with. Dr. Bosco had been divorced twice, was a raging feminist, and regularly displayed extreme contempt for any creature that could pee standing upright. Why Elaine felt that Leia needed a man to make her life complete was beyond comprehension. After turning her down several times, in a moment of weakness, Leia had finally conceded her phone number. Ed had texted within the hour.

	They had only gone on two dates—an initial meet and greet at a neutral coffee house and a quick lunch. Ed was neither annoying nor unattractive, so Leia accepted his invitation to take her to dinner. It was too soon to tell how she felt about him, but she had dated so few people in her lifetime that it was intriguing to actually be in a potential relationship. She challenged herself to make it to at least the fifth date, which would set a new high watermark for her love life. 

	As they talked, a stampede of ER personnel ran past. Several ambulances pulled up outside the sliding doors, and paramedics rushed to extract their patients and wheel them inside. Ming tapped one of her nurse friends on the shoulder and inquired about the situation.

	“It’s terrible,” her friend replied. “This mom stabbed her two kids, then tried to kill herself. When her husband tried to stop her, she attacked him too. All four are on their way in with multiple stab wounds each. And I heard that—oh, I gotta run. I’ll catch you later!”

	Though Leia had seen her share of grotesque medical conditions, her stomach knotted as she caught a glimpse of a young girl, probably five or six, her face pale, her breathing shallow, her blonde hair matted with blood from the stab wound in her neck, which the nurse was trying to contain as they wheeled her in. Her younger brother was on the next gurney, curled into a fetal position and whimpering softly. His shirt was soaked in blood, although his specific injury wasn’t obvious.

	However, it was the next patient that made both Leia and Ming gasp. On the third gurney lay a woman who must be the mother. Both her wrists were wrapped tightly but with blood soaking through the thick gauze. Both arms were handcuffed to the railings on the frame of the gurney, restraints which she fought against in spite of the immense discomfort it must cause her injured wrists. Her eyes were closed, her face ashen and grimacing. She writhed in agony, although it didn’t seem like she was in pain from her flesh wounds, more like she was engaged in an internal battle for the control of her own mind.

	The paramedics wheeling the little girl worked to maneuver her into one of the rooms, causing the entire procession to stop and leaving the mother right next to where Leia and Ming stood. Boxed in by the gurney in front of them and chairs to either side, they instinctively pressed backward against the wall to distance themselves from her as much as possible. The chains on her handcuffs strained against her thrashing. Suddenly, she froze with her body contorted and stiff, her chest heaving up and down with each gasp of breath. Then, she rotated her head until she was facing them. In a flash, her eyes popped open, and she stared right at them, her expression both menacing and pleading at the same time. She spoke, although her parched lips barely moved as she did. Her voice was hoarse and hollow, almost like it wasn’t her own. “Please help me.”

	Before either of them could respond, the traffic jam cleared, and the paramedics wheeled her away. Leia shut her eyes tightly to clear her mind, but the look on that mother’s face was etched in Leia’s memory. It was a look of defiance and desperation. A flicker of light shrouded in death. But one detail haunted her more than anything.

	Leia had never seen eyes that were so bloodshot.

	 


CHAPTER 4

	 

	Sandy Thompson eased her SUV off the road, matting the rim of the lawn with her tires. Across an expanse of closely cut Bermuda pockmarked with crabgrass rose a stately, brick two-story. The house belonged to Paul Topasteehl, her previous supervisor at the Narcotics Enforcement Administration and the man she admired more than anyone else on the planet. Correction—the man she used to admire.

	Almost exactly one year ago, she and Paul had been executing the biggest raid of their careers, attempting to bring down the mysterious drug lord known only as the Dark Prophet. The NEA had been tracking him for months, but despite their best efforts, the Dark Prophet had always been able to evade capture, to evade revealing his identity, even to evade having his photograph taken.

	Everything about the Dark Prophet was strange, from the incredible way he would pop up at various venues across the country only to disappear again before the NEA could arrest him to the fact that rather than selling his favorite narcotic—a drug known as 10910 or “one-oh” in the vernacular—he would give it away for free at his rallies. The current theory portrayed him as an eccentric billionaire with too much time on his hands and a craving for national attention, but no one could be sure. How he could engage in so much illegal activity and yet avoid the myriad of sophisticated NEA agents hunting him down was beyond comprehension. It was almost as if he was superhuman.

	Last summer, one of the members of Paul’s 10910 task force, a Garland police officer named Brad Labradine, employed some superhuman machinations of his own by obtaining information on the Dark Prophet’s whereabouts from a psychic friend. It had looked like the curtain was about to come down on the Dark Prophet show, and there wouldn’t be an encore.

	The raid had been perfectly planned, perfectly staged, and perfectly executed—right up to the part where the Dark Prophet had been shot and supposedly killed. It should have been a brilliant victory for Paul and Sandy, except for the devastating collateral damage incurred during the operation—Paul was shot in a friendly-fire incident, leaving him paralyzed from the waist down. It was one of the most devastating moments of Sandy’s life.

	Feeling the excessive moisture building up in her eyes, she willed herself to get out of the vehicle before her emotions avalanched down on her. She inhaled deeply to focus her mind, then blinked hard to clear her tears, not wanting to risk rubbing her face and leaving evidence of her internal angst on her mascara.

	The walkway to the house was long and strange, like it belonged in another country or perhaps another dimension. She had visited Paul at his home several times over the past decade for work parties or social gatherings, but that wasn’t this house—a fact that she’d discovered only yesterday when a stranger answered the door at his old residence. Apparently, Paul had moved during the past year and hadn’t informed her. She had to get his new address from one of her friends in Human Resources.

	The house was set quite a distance back from the street on a large, heavily wooded property that had taken her almost an hour to reach from the NEA office. The commute wouldn’t have been an issue for Paul, who worked from home most of the time due to his disability. But why would he move out to such a remote location?

	Suddenly, a chill spread over her. Like a thick cloud passing in front of the sun. She froze halfway up the walk and surveyed the front of the house. The windows were completely dark, as if no one was home, although that would be surprising since she couldn’t imagine Paul would be out running errands. It was dusk now, with only a faint trace of the sun’s outline peeking over the horizon. She should be able to detect light from one of the rooms leaking out around the blinds. But there was none.

	Wandering off into the front lawn, Sandy made her way around the side of the house. The area was quiet, as would be expected this far out in the country where neighbors lived barely shouting distance apart. Not another soul was in sight.

	Making her way along the side of the house, she searched for some signs of life inside. Nothing. Even the windows across the back were tightly sealed off. It was almost like the outside of the house was a facade, and if she could somehow peel the windows and doors off, she would find a solid brick wall underneath. Then, if she jackhammered through that brick, there would be an impenetrable, galvanized steel vault, two stories high, that locked away some inaccessible secret.

	Or perhaps no one was home. Perhaps he was at an event for one of his kids. Except that it was Wednesday. In the middle of June. And school had already let out for the year.

	Then again, everything had been odd, surreal almost, since that fateful night last summer. She vividly recalled sprinting into the warehouse where the raid had taken place and finding Paul face down on the floor, unconscious, the back of his shirt stained with blood from the gunshot wound. She had shaken him, begged him to awaken, pleaded with him to be all right. The room had been spinning around her, like a giant vortex sucking her life away, even though it was Paul that lay wounded on the ground. Because in that moment of crisis, with her surroundings seeming to rotate at a dizzying speed, one fact came into crystal-clear focus. She was madly, irrevocably in love with Paul Topasteehl.

	Sandy had wept and held his hand and stroked his face until the paramedics arrived. She failed to notice the body of their nemesis, the Dark Prophet, which was lying only a few meters away. 

	She tried to see him at the hospital that night but was informed that Paul was headed into surgery and couldn’t have any visitors. After an anguished, sleepless night, the next morning, she was impaled with the devastating news that he would never walk again.

	When she was unable to reach him by cell phone, she returned to the hospital, only to find that he wasn’t there. How could a patient with a paralyzing gunshot wound to the spine be discharged after less than twenty-four hours? It seemed insane, but the nurse acted like it was standard procedure.

	Even more bizarre was what happened at work the next day. After receiving confirmation of the Dark Prophet’s death the night before, for some reason, his body couldn’t be located. Anywhere. He had been transported to the same hospital as Paul, but after that, his corpse had mysteriously disappeared.

	Sandy had interviewed everyone involved with the incident, from the other agents to the paramedics to the rally attendees. Everyone corroborated that the Dark Prophet had been shot. But when she asked what he looked like, every single person drew a blank. No one had captured a cell phone picture or a video. No one could recall any distinguishing feature to describe him. Not even his nationality or hair color. How could that be possible? 

	As she retraced her thoughts back to the present, Sandy retraced her steps back to the front of the house and strode onto the porch. The front door seemed like part of the facade as well—made from solid oak and lacking a window or any type of decorative glass to permit an inkling of what lay beyond. The only sign of life was a small LED that flashed as she approached. It was an indicator light on one of those high-tech doorbells with a motion detector, along with a camera and speaker. If humans were inside this mysterious vault, they were already alerted to her presence.

	The sound of the doorbell filled the void surrounding the house, attenuating into the darkness, unaccompanied by footsteps or any other sound of movement from within. After several minutes and countless doorbell presses, she convinced herself that no one was home. She was about to depart when the door slowly creaked open, revealing a surprisingly warm, yellow glow from within. Peering into the doorway at waist level, she expected to see Paul in his wheelchair, but instead found herself staring at a female midsection. She raised her gaze slowly and locked eyes with Ruth Topasteehl, Paul’s wife.

	The subtle attraction between Sandy and Paul had been simmering for years, and she had even kissed him briefly after drinking too much at one of their off-site retreats. But the closest they had come to really fooling around was one evening after Paul had walked out of a knock-down, drag-out fight with Ruth and driven to Sandy’s place to cool off. He had made the first move that night. They could have consummated their illicit affair and initiated his journey of divorcing his wife and becoming hers forever. But she had gotten greedy, insisting they wait until he truly wanted to be with her and not just get revenge on his wife. A decision she regretted to this day. How could she have been so stupid? His vulnerability was begging to be taken advantage of, and their souls could have been bound together in a way that could never be unknotted. Plus, once he had crossed the line of cheating on his wife, the next occasion would be ten times easier. Sandy could have tempted and seduced and beguiled Paul until his marriage dissolved like a stick of butter in a frying pan. At which point, Sandy would be waiting in the wings to help him start over.

	So many times, she had tossed and turned in bed at night, reliving that moment and kicking herself for blowing her golden opportunity. She was like a World Cup soccer player who had a long shot at the net but hesitated, working for a better setup that never materialized before the buzzer sounded and they had lost the game. An error she would take to her grave.

	“Hello, Sandy.” Ruth’s voice was cold yet steady, not conveying that she was pleased to see her husband’s coworker, but also not indicative of jealousy or bitterness. She didn’t know.

	“Hi, Ruth. How have you been?” Sandy deliberated about shaking Ruth’s hand or hugging her but ended up doing neither. Ruth was taller than Sandy and annoyingly attractive. But Sandy was much more compatible with Paul, and with her combat training, she could certainly take Ruth in a fight. “Is Paul here?”

	“Sure. Come on in.”

	Crossing the threshold was like Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz stepping out of her sepia-toned farmhouse into vibrant Technicolor. In stark contrast to the cold, dead exterior, the inside of the house was bright and warm, beautifully appointed and comfortably furnished, giving an aura like what a college student feels when she returns to her childhood home for Christmas after a semester in a smelly, cramped dorm room. Ruth silently ushered Sandy past the formal living room to a cozy family room at the rear of the house.

	There he was. Her hands turned clammy; her heart fluttered inside her chest. Paul was seated in a wheelchair, working on a laptop computer. He glanced up as she approached. Sandy had interacted with him many times since the accident, usually conference calls at the NEA where their assignments overlapped. But this was the first time she had seen him in the flesh since he’d become crippled. A tornado of emotions formed inside her. She longed to be with the man she loved, the one she had desired for years. Except that man was gone, rudely snatched from existence and replaced with this paraplegic imposter. It was like the Paul Topasteehl she had fallen in love with had truly died that calamitous night last June, yet she was prevented from grieving her loss. This replacement continued to haunt her soul, refusing to depart this world and allow her to move on with her life.

	But that was why she was here, why she had been so brazen as to make a surprise, late-night visit to Paul at his new residence. To prove her theory, as improbable as it seemed, that Paul was more than meets the eye. Nothing had seemed to make logical sense this past year, and one more impossible occurrence would fit the pattern just fine. Especially one that would resurrect the love of her life.

	Sandy opened her mouth, but no greeting came out—the tornado of emotion had captured her voice as well. All she could do was stare into his warm, brown eyes. Eyes that still displayed the same strength, the same resolve, the same passion that she had fallen in love with years ago. 

	Paul, a curious look on his face, initiated the conversation. “Hello, Sandy. To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

	Suddenly, it was like she had time-traveled back a full year, back to before her life had been derailed, back to when she could lose herself in Paul’s eyes as they dined together during their frequent business trips. He would share his deepest thoughts and passions, expressing in not so many words how much more superior of a companion she was than Ruth, his ball and chain. Oh, how she missed those days, as magical as they were, and with an allure she didn’t appreciate at the time. Maybe—just maybe—those days weren’t gone for good.

	“It’s good to see you, Paul,” Sandy replied in a tone much too soft and warm for her character. “How have you been?”

	Paul closed his laptop and set it on the small table next to him. “I’m managing.”

	“I didn’t realize you had bought a new house.”

	“Yeah, this place had already been handicapped-equipped by the previous owner, so it was easier to move than to remodel our old place.”

	Gritting her teeth, Sandy wasn’t sure how to respond. Luckily, Ruth appeared in the doorway and broke the tension by offering to get either of them something to drink.

	“I’m good, babe,” Paul said, winking at his wife.

	Sandy cringed. “I don’t need anything either,” she responded without looking over. It wasn’t until Ruth turned to leave that Sandy caught herself. “Actually, would you mind getting me a cup of hot tea?”

	“Sure. What flavor do you want?”

	“Anything is fine.”

	“We’ve got mango black, orange—”

	“I’ll take mango.”

	As Ruth disappeared into the kitchen, Sandy mentally kicked herself. Focus, Sandy, focus! Her emotions were stampeding like wild horses, and she needed to rein them in and get back to military-precise execution of the task at hand.

	“I didn’t think you liked hot beverages,” Paul commented.

	Sandy forced herself to look him in the eye and not stare at his lips. Thoughts of how soft and warm they would feel against hers would distract her to the point of incapacitation. “I guess I’m just in the mood for some tea.” Paul’s face turned contemplative, so she quickly moved forward with the conversation. “Do you know Carson Viceroy?”

	Paul nodded. “I hear he had a pretty rough raid last week.” His eyes sparkled for a millisecond. Or did they? 

	“What exactly did you hear?”

	“Only that his bust went south, and his team got really banged up.”

	Leaning back on the couch, Sandy searched his face for clues. He was much more adept at these types of games than she was, but the element of surprise was hers. “So, what do you think happened?”

	“Sounds like he underestimated his target.”

	“And what target was that?”

	Paul shrugged. “I don’t think there was a lot of intel on this dealer.”

	“But it was a one-oh bust, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	“So aren’t you overseeing—”

	“What exactly are you trying to ask?”

	Sandy scooted forward on the sofa, peering right into Paul’s eyes as if they were windows to his mind. If only there was a way to yank the blinds open and expose what lay within. “Carson Viceroy is a pro, and his team is one of the best in the region. I went and talked to each one personally, and do you know what they told me? Each guy felt like they were set up. That the details of the bust had been leaked, and the dealers knew they were coming and were ready for them.”

	Paul grimaced, but otherwise displayed no revealing emotions. “How are Carson and his team doing, by the way? Are they alright?”

	“They should all recover, but that’s not the point. Actually, that is one of the points. Carson and his whole team were ambushed—quite efficiently, I must say—but without a single shot being fired, leaving them disabled, but still alive. What kind of dealer would do that?”

	“I don’t know. You tell me.”

	“No, Paul. You tell me. I don’t know of a single drug dealer that would battle against an NEA assault team yet have the courtesy to ensure that no permanent injuries were sustained.”

	“Well, 10910 dealers are a unique breed, are they not?”

	“That’s not the only thing. It wasn’t a gang of one-oh druggies that wiped out Carson’s team. It was a single dealer. That’s right—one individual was able to incapacitate an entire NEA special forces squad without using a weapon.”

	Squinting slightly, Paul peered back at Sandy, his eye-windows still not opening their blinds even a sliver to give her a view inside. “That is impressive. Did anyone get a good look at him?”

	“Unfortunately, no. The guy was wearing a ski mask, and he was able to sneak up on each of the agents from behind.”

	“Hmm. No description, huh?”

	“Carson was able to tell me one thing, though.”

	“What’s that?”

	“That the guy was huge. Real tall, very strong. And highly experienced. Now, who do you think that could be, Paul? Big guy, professionally trained. Someone who not only knew the operation was going down but also knew exactly how it would be executed, right down to how the agents would canvas the house and who would be where. Able to take out the entire team by himself like Superman. Sound like anyone you know?”

	Paul’s eyes narrowed until they were thin slits. Slits that Sandy still couldn’t quite peer through into the brain beyond. Was he playing her? Suddenly, his face reddened. Sandy’s stomach fell.

	“What are you trying to say? That it was me? Why would I do something like that?” Paul spewed, then swallowed hard. “You know what? I wish it was me. I would love to escape from this life sentence of a wheelchair and pull off something like that. I wish—”

	“Sorry to interrupt.” Ruth reappeared from the kitchen. “Sandy, here’s your tea.”

	Sandy’s head was swimming in a cesspool of guilt. He was right—it didn’t make sense for Paul to sabotage an NEA raid anyway. Why would he secretly help 10910 dealers? What was she thinking?

	She probably would have forgone the next step of her plan if she hadn’t already rehearsed it in her head a thousand times, to the point where it was reflexive. Jumping up from her strategically chosen seat on the couch, she reached across Paul to receive the steaming mug from Ruth. “Thanks, Ruth. I appreciate—”

	“Be careful, it’s hot,” Ruth warned as Sandy accepted the mug. Then fumbled it. Both women scrambled unsuccessfully to recover as the cup fell. Almost as if in slow motion, the hot tea sloshed toward the front rim as it descended. Then the handle hit the arm of the wheelchair and the scalding liquid splashed perfectly across Paul’s lap.

	“Oh my goodness, I am so sorry!” Sandy shrieked, her eyes locked on Paul’s doused trousers. There had to be something. There just had to.

	Paul glanced up at Sandy, an annoyed look on his face. “Ow,” he said nonchalantly.

	“Oh no!” screamed Ruth as she used her hand to try and clear the hot tea from Paul’s legs. After a few seconds of trying, she popped the brakes on the wheelchair and spun Paul toward the kitchen. “That’s going to leave a nasty burn. We’ve got to put some ice on it right away.”

	Her lower lip quivering, Sandy watched spellbound as Ruth wheeled her husband off into the kitchen. Tears were welling up in her eyes, but she remained motionless, even as her vision blurred. 

	She finally blinked hard, bringing a river of waterworks that eroded a path through her makeup. It didn’t make sense.

	Stepping to the kitchen entryway, she began to apologize again, but Ruth had already wheeled Paul away into another part of the house, probably to inspect the burns on his legs. Sandy let herself out. In the car, she slammed the door and wept bitterly onto her steering wheel. 

	Replaying the last sixty seconds over and over in her mind, she searched her memory to see if she’d missed something. Anything. She’d half expected Paul to leap into the air when the hot liquid hit his skin, but she would have settled for a kick. Or a knee jerk. Or a twitch. Any movement whatsoever would do. But each replay brought the same gut-wrenching conclusion.

	Paul’s legs hadn’t moved.

	 



CHAPTER 5

	 

	That which does not kill us makes us stronger. Paul Topasteehl was indeed a stronger person after his near-fatal accident last year. His best friend, Brad Labradine, certainly became a more powerful detective by hunting down and capturing the Hobbler serial killers, an endeavor which had Brad skirting the cliff’s edge of death himself. But even if these almost-lethal struggles do bulk up the muscles of life, the real question is whether they amass enough strength to knock out the grim reaper when he steps back into the ring for round two.

	The door to Chuy’s Tex-Mex restaurant opened, and Brad strolled in, a smile of recognition blossoming on his face. They shook hands tightly. Paul turned to the hostess and held up two fingers.

	“Good to see you, Brad,” Paul said. “How’s your daughter?”

	“Lydia’s working at a camp all summer,” Brad replied as he walked, and Paul wheeled, toward their table. “I sure miss her, but it turned out for the best since I’m in Austin most of the time now. How’s your family doin’?”

	“Growing up faster than you can say high school graduation. Tyler is going to be a senior in the fall, and Deb will be a sophomore. I can’t believe how time flies. Seems like just yesterday you were walking into my office, asking about the Hobbler.”

	The Hobbler case had garnered extensive media attention last year, both because of the randomness and brutality of the murders as well as the difficulty the police had in solving them. Brad had gained national notoriety from tracking down and then apprehending the serial killer, Stanley Fricule. Although in a bizarre twist, the Hobbler turned out to be identical twins, both with the same name, a detail that only surfaced when Brad captured them. Truth be told, the real credit belonged to Claire, who had used some type of supernatural ability to identify and then ensnare the Hobblers, but her role in the capture was never disseminated. To this day, she was only known publicly as “Brad’s secret psychic.” And that was exactly how Claire liked it.

	During the early days of the investigation, Brad had theorized that the Hobblers were 10910 addicts, which is what motivated Brad to connect with Paul, the NEA’s foremost expert on the narcotic. Rumors of the serial killers’ one-oh addictions soon spread like wildfire, igniting a nationwide fear of the drug and eventually leading to its criminalization. The fact that the they had never taken a 10910 pill in their lives remained a gem of information buried as deep as the Hobblers’ coffins.

	Paul opened his menu, although out of habit rather than necessity. For him, this restaurant only offered two options—beef fajitas or disappointment. “I hear you got assigned to the big Handyman case. How’s that going?”

	Brad shook his head. There had been a series of peculiar deaths in Austin over the past several months. At first, the occurrences were thought to be accidents, but later the authorities suspected that foul play may have been involved. Recently, the police chief theorized that the incidents may be linked. That was when they brought in Brad Labradine, the famous serial killer tracker, all the way from Dallas.

	In April of this year, a house on Elizabeth Avenue had caught fire, killing the elderly couple that lived there. At the time, the investigation had determined that the blaze was due to a faulty gas stove that had exploded in the middle of the night. A lawsuit was filed against the stove’s manufacturer, who claimed that the model had sufficient safety features to prevent such an accident from ever occurring.

	In early May, a young male living in the Cherry Creek neighborhood was found dead in his bedroom from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the chest. Friends and family swore up and down that the man had no reason to be suicidal. However, there was no sign of forced entry or struggle, and the fatal bullet exactly matched the caliber of the gun his corpse was clutching.

	A few weeks later, Annie Blackburn fed her four children breakfast, sent them off to school, and entered her utility room to do some laundry. Her body was discovered that same afternoon by her daughter, Susie, who, despite being only ten years old, had the wherewithal to dial 911. The cause of death was inadvertently discovered by one of the paramedics who arrived at the scene. While attempting to examine Mrs. Blackburn’s body, the EMT slipped, brushed up against the washing machine, and received a nasty jolt of electricity. A pair of latex gloves saved his life by minimizing contact with his skin.

	It took days of careful investigative work from both detectives and expert electricians to piece together the details. Annie’s death was no accident. Someone had intentionally rewired the cord for the electric dryer, severing the ground and neutral connections and then wiring one of the live wires to the dryer’s stainless steel housing. The other live wire was stretched over and connected to the matching washing machine. As a finishing touch, the floor was doused with an invisible layer of cooking spray. 

	When unsuspecting Mrs. Blackburn entered the room to wash a load of whites, she slipped on the slick tile. To break her fall, she grabbed the appliances, landing one hand on the dryer and one on the washer, completing the circuit. Instantly, 220 volts of electricity shot through her arms and across her chest, sending her into cardiac arrest as a brief pit stop on the downhill road to her death.

	Annie Blackburn’s murder sent shock waves through the community. The investigators were unable to uncover anyone that could be considered an enemy—not even a power-hungry PTA mom who coveted Annie’s position as vice president of refreshments. Everyone loved her, including Mr. Blackburn, who didn’t have life insurance on his wife. The only possible conclusion was that some stranger had randomly decided to booby-trap the Blackburn’s utility room, just for kicks.

	It wasn’t long until the media put two and two together, connecting the various incidents over the past several months. By early June, they had invented a catchy moniker for this inventive murderer—the Handyman Killer. With the entire city beginning to panic, the Austin Police Department decided to bring in the big guns—none other than the world-renowned detective that had solved the infamous Hobbler case four years ago. Surely, he would be able to save the day.

	The Garland police chief—Brad’s superior—was more than happy to offer assistance, so before Brad had an opportunity to decline, he was assigned to the Handyman Killer case down in Austin. 

	As their food arrived, he told Paul, “I feel like an hourly worker who tripped over a gold nugget one day, so they promoted him to CEO of the mining company.” 

	Still, he was able to make progress for a few weeks. To start with, the stove manufacturer proved that their appliance had been tampered with. Brad himself insisted on a complete ballistics report for the suicide victim from Cherry Creek. It turned out the bullet hadn’t been fired from the gun found in the dead man’s hand. An extensive follow-up search of the apartment uncovered a similar caliber pistol mounted firmly to the wall in the back of the closet behind some clothing. An ingenious, handmade solenoid device was attached to the trigger, activated by a negative pressure sensor located on the closet shelf. The solenoid device had a two-second timer, allowing just enough time for the young man to pick up his own weapon before the identical pistol shot him in the chest.

	Then, two weeks ago, a software engineer named Bob Rumsfeld finished his toast and coffee, kissed his wife and two kids goodbye, and climbed into his Audi to head to work. As he backed his vehicle out of the garage, it exploded, killing Bob instantly and setting the house on fire. Fortunately, his wife hadn’t stood at the doorway and waved like she used to do before their second child was born, so she was able to escape unscathed with her two little ones out the back door. 

	It was difficult to determine the actual cause of the explosion due to the massive damage done to the car and the intense heat from the blaze. The fire department investigation team’s best guess was that a homemade pipe bomb had been attached to the car’s gas tank. The detonator was connected to a string, the other end of which was duct-taped to the garage floor, triggering the bomb as the automobile backed out.

	That made four incidents in as many months, which was more than sufficient to catapult the entire city of Austin into a frenzy. For a long time, the police hypothesized that the victims knew the killer, since in each case, there was no sign of forced entry. With each new murder, however, that theory began to crumble like a bad pound cake. There didn’t appear to be a connection between any of the families that were targeted. Worse yet, the victims’ residences were located all over the city, meaning that anyone in the metroplex could be in the crosshairs next.

	Brad had spent the last few days at the Austin Police Department Headquarters. One of the conference rooms on the first floor had been turned into the Handyman War Room. A giant city map was affixed to the wall with the murder locations marked by pins, along with vectors displaying where everyone in each of the targeted households worked, went to school, and shopped for groceries. 

	“Did you find a pattern?” Paul asked.

	Brad shook his head, his mouth full of enchilada.

	Suddenly, a chill raced down Paul’s spine. This case seemed larger, more significant than it appeared. An iceberg with huge ramifications that they could only see the tip of. “So, you’ve got some type of equal-opportunity serial killer. One that targets men and women, young and old, rich, poor, singles, families, everyone. Is that right?”

	“Yep. Never seen anything like that before.”

	“Although, he’s shy,” Paul continued. “Always choosing to set a deadly trap rather than do the deed himself, which means he’s long gone when the murder actually occurs. And he’s careful, leaving no fingerprints, no clues, no witnesses, either human or electronic, of his visit.”

	Brad took a sip of water. “That about sums it up.”

	“Do you have any leads?”

	“Not a one.”

	“I can see why they pulled you in,” Paul said. “This guy has a similar vibe as the Hobblers. And like the Hobblers, who ended up affecting the last presidential election, I bet these killings somehow have a larger impact on the country as well.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

	Paul looked over at his good friend and said what Brad needed to hear. “You’re going to have to use the nuclear option. You know that, don’t you?”

	Brad took a deep breath and nodded. 

	There was no other choice but for him to visit Claire.

	 


CHAPTER 6

	 

	Dr. Leia Jenner paced back and forth across her family room, wearing a trail into the carpet. In the corner of the room, her best friend, Chewie, lay with his head on his paws, his big, coffee-colored eyes watching her with muted interest. Leia had adopted the bagle hound as a puppy last year. Back then, Chewie had been the one pacing back and forth in his cage at the animal shelter, anxiously wondering if the brunette scoping him out would emerge as a lifelong companion or if she was meant for another.

	A quick detour to the bedroom allowed Leia to review her appearance in the full-length mirror. She smoothed the wrinkles on her blouse, then reflexively tugged on the bottom of her miniskirt, as if she could somehow lower the hem by stretching the fabric. Her impossibly self-conscious clothing had been selected by her friend Ming, who based the ensemble on the assertion that Leia’s legs were her best asset. Although Leia would have felt out of place in any outfit that wasn’t cloaked by her physician lab coat.

	Returning to the family room, Chewie cocked his head as if to scold her for being anxious and suggest a more useful outlet for her nervous energy while she waited. She obliged, crouching down next to him and scratching him satisfyingly behind his large, floppy ears. Unfortunately, Chewie’s canine massage was rudely interrupted by a cell phone chime. Her date was waiting for her in the driveway.

	As Leia climbed into the passenger’s seat, Ed ogled her legs like a homeless man drooling over a steak dinner. “You look nice tonight.”

	Buckling her seat belt with one hand, Leia again tugged at her skirt. “Thanks. Where are we headed for dinner?”

	“I was thinking we could do Italian tonight.”

	“Italian sounds good.” Leia crossed her legs, then watched the road ahead in case Ed was too occupied with her figure to notice a light turning red. Ming had told her that it was a good sign when your date can’t keep his eyes off you, but it still felt rather crass.

	Despite Ed’s wandering gaze, they arrived safely, and things became somewhat less uncomfortable at the restaurant. The place turned out to be a quaint little bistro with an idyllic view of a fountain and the flower garden beyond. It was a truly authentic eatery with the menu written in Italian, making for some playful banter as they tried to figure out what to order. Maybe the evening would turn out all right after all.

	Third dates are tricky things. They exist in a no-man’s-land between the “tell me about yourself” dates and the later dates, where you’re comfortable enough around each other to express actual feelings and discuss sensitive topics like religion and politics. Date number three is a minefield that requires traversal to reach the promised land of a serious relationship.

	“Would you like a breadstick?” Ed offered.

	Leia extracted one of the long, crispy varieties from the basket on the table. “Thanks.”

	Crunching sounds.

	Awkward eye contact.

	Leia gulped down her breadstick and helped herself to another. “This is a great restaurant.”

	“Yeah, it really is.”

	Leia munched while Ed watched her. Silently. She severed eye contact, turning to look out the adjacent window. “I love the view from our table.”

	“Yeah, it’s nice.”

	They stared out at the fountain together while Leia chewed more loudly than she would have liked.

	“Those are some beautiful flowers,” she commented between bites.

	“Do you know what kind they are?”

	“No, what kind?”

	“Oh, I dunno. I thought you would know that since you’re a girl.”

	Of course. Because in fifth grade when the students separate for sex ed, the girls’ session covers menstrual cycles and flower identification. It was tough for Leia to keep that one inside, but she was determined to persevere to date five. That was her goal. “Well, they’re lovely.”

	After scanning the garden some more, Ed selected another baked good from the basket on the table and bit off the tip. Then he smiled at her. The kind of smile used when a photographer instructs everyone to say cheese. Leia shifted in her seat, tugged at her skirt, and snapped off another bite of her breadstick.

	Thankfully, his cell phone rang. Ed glanced at the screen, then held up a finger. “Excuse me for a second.”

	Must be an important call, or else he wouldn’t have taken it. Perhaps that could generate an interesting discussion topic. Small talk was a special form of torture. A meaty, deep discussion could be savored for hours, but shallow chitchat? She would rather have her bikini line waxed.

	“I can’t talk, Mom,” Ed said into the phone. “We’re at dinner right now … I did say seven o’clock, but I meant seven my time. … Listen, I’ll have to call you back.”

	The corners of Leia’s mouth cracked upward. “That was your mom?”

	“Yeah, sorry. She lives in California and still doesn’t grasp the concept of time zones.”

	A flicker of hope. “I think it’s sweet you stay close to your mother.”

	Ed tore off a mouthful of breadstick. “It’s annoying how often she calls. I mean, come on, I’m an adult already. Does your mom still call you all the time?”

	Flicker of hope stomped out and buried. Leia’s teeth involuntarily clenched. She had covered this personal history fact on their last date. “My mom’s still dead.”

	Ed’s face turned the color of marinara sauce. His jaw dropped open so rapidly that the food in his mouth plummeted to the table and rolled a few inches toward Leia. “Oh. I forgot that. I am so sorry. I mean, um …”

	Watching Ed’s reaction struck her as somewhat comical. “That’s okay.” She pointed to the chunk of partially chewed dough staining the tablecloth. “I think you lost some of your, uh …”

	“Sorry.” Ed snatched up the slimy morsel, began to pop it back into his mouth, then hesitated, apparently unsure what he should do. After a moment, he settled on wrapping it up in the napkin on his lap. Perhaps it would make another appearance when he went to wipe his mouth during the main course.

	Time to mix it up a little. “Do you know why they call these breadsticks?” She waved the crispy baked good toward Ed.

	“Um, because they’re bread that looks like sticks?”

	“Most people think that, but it’s actually because of how they’re made.”

	“How’s that?”

	“You see, back before timers were invented, chefs never knew how long to bake their bread. One guy had an idea to take lumps of dough and stick them to the roof of the oven. The dough stretches out as it bakes, and when it reaches the bottom, then it’s done. Viola! Perfect bread that times itself.”

	“But they’re also shaped like sticks.”

	Leia stifled a smirk. “That’s just a coincidence. The name comes from bread sticking to the top of the oven. You can search it online if you don’t believe me.”

	Surely, that would get a laugh, or at least a chuckle, but Ed simply looked confused. He pulled out his phone and began to type. Did he not realize she was joking? “You don’t need to look it up mid-date.”

	Ed’s eyelashes flipped up. “So this is an official date?”

	He must be messing with her now. But his expression was completely serious. “We’re going out to dinner and a movie. You can’t get any more textbook than that.”

	“Which date would you say this is?”

	“Uh, isn’t this our third date?”

	Ed slowly bobbed his head up and down. “That’s what I thought. But my mom said it doesn’t count as a date unless we kiss good night. Meaning that, technically, this is our first date.” The left side of Ed’s face wrinkled into a grin. “Or could be our first date. I guess we won’t know until it’s over.” Then he actually winked at her.

	If only they could return to the awkward silence from the beginning of the meal. “Um … okay.”

	It didn’t seem possible, but Ed kept on going. “At least, I hope this is our first date. My mom thinks it will be.”

	Scanning the room, Leia searched frantically for a hole to crawl into. Nothing. Not even a waiter to call for more water.

	“In fact, my mom thinks tonight we’ll—”

	“Oh, look. I think our food is coming,” Leia said out of desperation.

	Ed turned to look. “Where? I don’t see our server.”

	“I think I saw them plating it up back in the kitchen. Should be out any second. So, uh, tell me about your job.”

	“My job? What do you want to know?”

	“Anything at all. What did you do at work this week? Did you see any interesting patients? Did you prescribe any medications? Can you prescribe something to make me completely forget the last five minutes?”

	Ed’s gaze drifted off into space as the color drained from his cheeks. Great. Now she had upset him. But she would never survive this date if that discussion went any further. She tried to recover the conversation, but her mind went blank as to what to say next. “Ed?”

	“Huh? Oh, uh, work’s good. Actually, I counseled a rather unusual patient this week.”

	“That’s interesting. Tell me about it.”

	His focus left her face, looking beyond her head. For a moment, it seemed she’d lost him again, but he was watching the server bring their meals over. Impressive timing, considering she had lied about seeing them plate the meals in the kitchen a minute ago.

	The muscles in Ed’s face stiffened. “What is that?” he questioned as the waitress slid a juicy steak in front of Leia. “I thought you ordered pasta.”

	Taken aback, the server checked her notepad. “Bistecca alla Fiorentina.” She turned to Leia. “Isn’t that what you ordered?”

	Leia grinned. “That is what I ordered. I thought it was some type of pasta. But this looks tasty, I’ll go ahead and—”

	“Take it back,” Ed demanded rudely.

	“No, it’s okay. I’ll—”

	“You ordered pasta, and you’re going to get pasta.” Ed rotated his head to glare at the intimidated server. “Bring her a plate of pasta. Now.”

	The poor waitress, who didn’t appear to be old enough to legally drink the wine she had poured for them, looked tentatively at Leia. “I can bring you something else if you like.”

	Before she could respond, Ed interjected again. “Yes, that’s what she’d like. Some pasta. Any kind of pasta.”

	That rubbed Leia the wrong way. She had few palate idiosyncrasies and would have been fine with either pasta or steak. But under no circumstances was she going to allow this awkward, poor conversationalist, suddenly rude mama’s boy to decide for her what she could or could not have for dinner. She quickly sliced off a tip of the steak and slipped it into her mouth. “Mm, delicious. I’ll stick with this, thank you very much.”

	The waitress used her hand to hide her momentary smirk, then straightened her expression and turned to Ed. “Is there anything else you need?”

	No response. Ed just stared at her steak like it was a giant wasp colony about to swarm his head. If he didn’t let this go, Leia would cut him off at the knees—screw the five-date challenge. She took another bite of steak. It was rather succulent. “So, you were telling me about one of your patients?”

	Ed grimaced, his focus remaining on her plate of food. It seemed to take all his willpower not to make another comment about it. “I’ve never worked with someone like this before, and I only picked him up a month ago. They are some of the oddest counseling sessions I’ve ever had.”

	“Why is that?”

	Finally making eye contact, Ed peered right through her. A different kind of uncomfortableness settled over her, a thick fog concealing unknown threats. He spoke slowly. “The entire time, it felt like I was the patient, and he was the psychiatrist. Like he was evaluating me rather than the other way around.” After a pause: “And it felt like I failed.”

	“Wow, that is weird. Could he have multiple personalities? Perhaps one that is a psychologist?”

	Ed shook his head. “I originally considered that he may have dissociative identity disorder, and that I was speaking with one of his alters. Except when I asked him personal questions, he answered as if he were himself. Plus, none of his previous counselors listed any symptoms that would indicate DID.”

	“What did the other doctors think was wrong with him?”

	“He had been seeing one for over four years, mainly for relationship issues. The next doctor worked with him for only about a month. Her notes indicated that she was baffled as to what his condition could be. And now he’s my problem.”

	“I’m sure you’ll figure him out. Why did he switch doctors?”

	Ed again stared at her steak. “Do you believe in curses?”

	What kind of a question was that? This discussion was about to get very interesting or very weird. “Uh, no. Do you?”

	“I didn’t used to. Not until I met Jack.”

	“Is Jack your new patient?”

	Ed nodded slowly. 

	“Ed, why did Jack switch psychologists?”

	“Because the last two are no longer alive.”

	“What? What happened?”

	“His previous shrink committed suicide last month. And the one before that got his throat slit during a counseling session. By Jack.”

	The room suddenly felt ten degrees colder. “Are you serious? So Jack is charged with murder?” The pieces were starting to fall into place. “And you’re evaluating his mental state before the trial. But what are the chances he’d get assigned to another psychiatrist who was suicidal?”

	“Slim to none. That’s where the curse comes in.”

	How could someone as educated as Ed believe in something so preposterous? “Surely, you don’t think he’s cursed. The suicide was simply a freak occurrence that probably compounded his disturbed mental state. You’ll have his diagnosis figured out in another couple of sessions. When will you meet with him again?”

	“We have appointments every Monday.” Ed’s gaze became unfocused again. His cheek muscles tightened. “Although Jack says the next one will be our last.”

	“Why would he say that?”

	“Because after that, according to Jack, I’ll be dead.”

	 


CHAPTER 7

	 

	Brad Labradine slowly ascended the outdoor staircases to apartment 404. He had frequented this locale over the past eighteen months, starting with his many treks to obtain information on the Hobblers. More recently, he and his daughter would occasionally enjoy dinner with Claire and her son. The kids got along great, despite the age difference, and there seemed to be an endless supply of discussion topics for him and Claire. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d enjoyed someone’s company so much.

	As usual, Claire answered the door on the first knock. He suspected she foreknew the time of his arrival, the same way she supernaturally foreknew so many other things, but she claimed it was simply due to the fact that the apartment was so small. Her outfit consisted of a floral sundress and black heels, and her hair was curled rather than pulled back in a ponytail, which was her typical style. Not sure why she would dress up tonight. Perhaps she wanted to escape the mommy look for an evening. 

	They hugged hello, and Brad crossed the threshold into the cozy apartment. The enticing aroma of chicken parmesan embraced him as he entered. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble for you to find a sitter for Aaron. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, and it’s better if it’s just the two of us.”

	Claire smiled, almost excitedly. She had no idea what was coming. “It was no problem at all. My friend Maria is watching him.”

	Brad fidgeted in the entryway. Claire wasn’t going to enjoy their discussion tonight. Her unique gift wasn’t free—the price was an emotional torment he couldn’t begin to comprehend. For that very reason, he hadn’t told her he was assigned to the Handyman Killer case. If only he could solve it on his own, without putting her through the mental trauma of providing guidance. Unfortunately, as he soon found out, this case was on a whole other level.

	His arm tingled as he sensed soft fingers caressing his elbow. Claire beckoned. “Dinner’s about ready. Could you help me get it on the table?” There was tension in her voice. 

	He asked, “Did you have that dream again?”

	Fear flashed in Claire’s eyes as she gave him a how-did-you-know look. After a moment, her head slowly bobbed up and down.

	His stomach tightened. Several months ago, Claire began having a recurring nightmare, one so vivid and real she would often phone Brad in the middle of the night. In the dream, they were all over at Paul’s house—Claire, Brad, the whole Topasteehl family, Paul’s friend Neil, and someone else she didn’t recognize—sitting in the family room, laughing and joking. Suddenly, Paul gets a text on his phone and begins yelling, “Get out now!” Everyone scrambles to the kitchen, out the back door, and onto the patio. The evening is quiet, still, but she can feel the evil hanging in the air as they dash across the large wooded field in the backyard. Then, they begin to fall. Paul first, followed by the others. Each of them shot three times in the chest. Her final vision is always looking down to see a perfect triangle of gunshots in her own torso before the scene goes black. And she awakens screaming.

	Was there a meaning behind her dream? A warning, perhaps? After the third occurrence in as many weeks, each accompanied by a frantic phone call from Claire that roused him midslumber, Brad began to worry. Untruths flowed from his mouth, lies of reassurance that it was only a dream, that it couldn’t happen in real life. He confided in Paul one day, and they secretly decided that the next dinner party for their group of one-oh friends would be at Brad’s house instead of Paul’s.

	Bad move. The next night, the nightmare returned, except this time, the setting was Brad’s place, and this time, they fled out the front door before being ambushed by some type of special forces in his front yard. But the theme of them all dying remained consistent. As did her two in the morning phone call to Brad.

	He pulled her in for a hug. “Was it at Paul’s house? With the triangle shots?”

	A tight squeeze and a nod were the only responses. They had moved their dinner gatherings back to the Topasteehl residence, and the dreams had followed suit. Paul and Brad had devised an alternate strategy, but they hid it from Claire, not wanting her to realize the degree to which they both believed this was not simply a random dream but her prophetic mind hard at work. Implementation of this solution was scheduled to begin this week, so the jury was out on whether or not it would be successful.

	“Why didn’t you call?” Brad asked. “You know, it’s probably—”

	“Let’s not talk about it, okay?” Claire peered up at him with pleading eyes. “I just want to have a pleasant evening together.”

	He agreed, and they turned their attention to the meal. The cuisine in this apartment was always delicious, but tonight, she had outdone herself. Four courses, including a homemade tiramisu that was out of this world. It was so delectable that Brad lost himself in the moment, forgetting the sobering reason he had come over in the first place until he had devoured his second helping.

	As they finished eating, Brad got up to help clear the table, but Claire insisted they leave the dishes for later. She ushered him to the couch, then made herself comfortable next to him, twisting sideways so she could gaze into his eyes. She smiled warmly. “So, what is this major thing that you wanted to talk about tonight?”

	Brad absentmindedly played with a loose thread on the sofa. It had been such a pleasant evening so far, and now he was going to spoil the whole thing. But what other choice did he have? People were dying, and he had been helpless to save them. The only person with the power to avert more murders was sitting beside him, an odd grin of anticipation stretching between her cheeks.

	Last year, when Claire had revealed that she was a 10910 user, Brad had immediately converted. It didn’t matter that the drug was illegal or that he was on a task force working to eliminate that very narcotic. It didn’t even matter that he thought the Hobblers were on one-oh—which turned out to be completely incorrect. It only mattered that Claire had always been right, and if she chose to be a user, that was reason enough for him.

	He’d embraced the lifestyle with fervor, taking a pill every day, secretly meeting with other addicts. At one point, he thought he might develop an ability like Claire’s, enabling him to personally tap into that mystical knowledge that transcended time and space and the laws of physics. Unfortunately, it didn’t work that way. Everyone who took 10910 did develop a special talent, but these gifts varied from person to person and commonly aligned with their personality. Users with the gift of prophecy were as rare as hen’s teeth—Claire couldn’t name another. Rumor was that it was an inherent trait dictated by genetics. Unfortunately, Claire was adopted as an infant, and she didn’t know of a single blood relative. The scarcity was probably for good reason, she had told him. There wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t wonder how much easier her life could have been if she had been anointed with a different skill.

	For a second, he glanced into her sparkling eyes, then returned to examining the loose thread. “I had a wonderful time tonight.”

	“I did as well. It was nice having just the two of us.”

	“And the meal was—I mean, wow. You really can cook.”

	“Thanks. I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

	He toyed with the thread. If only he’d been given the gift of prophecy. Then, he could solve these murders at his own emotional expense without having to sacrifice Claire’s sanity. It was time to pull out the entire reason he’d come over tonight, even though it would unravel their entire evening.

	“Claire, there’s somethin’ I need to ask you. I wasn’t sure if I should. I’ve been trying to go it alone for a while now, but it’s not working.”

	“I understand, Brad. Being alone is kinda … lonely.”

	He tugged on the string, bunching up the fabric of the sofa. “It’s just that … I’m completely lost without you.”

	Claire reached up and clasped his hand, pulling it away from the loose thread and holding it in both of hers. “I’m lost without you too.”

	What was she talking about? He was beating around the bush too much. “I mean, I’ve been trying to solve it on my own, but I’m stumped.”

	“Solve what?”

	He took a deep breath. “The Handyman Killer case.”

	Claire recoiled from his hand, like she had been burned by a hot stove. Her countenance darkened, a dark cloud passing in front of the sun. A vein pulsed on her forehead. Not good. Not good at all.

	“What?” Her voice was trembling. “That’s what you wanted to talk to me about tonight?”

	“I’m sorry. I—”

	“You didn’t tell me you were working on that case. It’s not in the Dallas area. Why are you even involved?”

	“They called me in after I was able to find the Hobblers.”

	“You found the Hobblers?”

	“I meant after you helped me find the Hobblers. But that’s why I need your help again. I can’t—”

	“So this whole evening—dinner with only the two of us, no kids, the thing you wanted to talk to me about—that was all about the Handyman Killer?”

	“Listen, Claire, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	Her face reddened. “Upset me?” she snapped. “What makes you think I’m upset?”

	She was either going to break down in tears or punch him in the face. Maybe both. This was going worse than expected. He had to think of how to calm things down and quick.

	Claire shook her head. “You don’t get it, do you? How can you be completely blind to what’s happening right in front of you? And you call yourself a detective?”

	That one hurt. “Hey, I’ve solved plenty of crimes on my own.”

	“Then why can’t you figure out what’s going on here?”

	“Because the whole thing doesn’t make any sense!” He was shouting now. Venting his frustration. His failure. “This guy’s killing random people in their own homes all over the city. There’s no pattern or relationship or common connection. There’s not even a motive. It’s like he’s the angel of death, and he’s behind on his quota for the year. How am I supposed to figure that out?”

	“So why didn’t you ask for help?”

	Brad’s head fell backward against the top of the couch. “What in the world do you think I’m doing right now?”

	Claire gritted her teeth. “I meant, why didn’t you ask for help before now? Why did you have to ruin what could have been a very special evening for us?”

	“You think I wanted to ruin tonight? You think I like needing to come to you? That’s why I didn’t tell you I was working on the case, so you wouldn’t feel like you had to help out. But then I see these families, their lives ripped apart by this maniac, and I can’t …” The rest of the sentence got stuck in his throat. What a mess he had made of the whole situation. He looked away, working to compose himself.

	It was a full minute before Claire spoke. “Brad, it’s not a bad thing to need someone.”

	He turned back. Her face was serene now, her misting blue eyes peering up at him, a mixture of empathy and something else he couldn’t identify. “Well, I didn’t want to need you,” he said. “Not for this. Not after all those times I tortured you with those Hobbler visions.”

	She almost smiled. “You know, one of the greatest things you can do for someone is sacrifice. It’s what makes a relationship stronger.”

	“What?”

	Claire’s eyes widened. “It’s what makes a friendship stronger, don’t you think? It’s easy to enjoy spending time together, but once you have to sacrifice for the other person, that’s what it’s all about.” She rose to her feet. “Give me a minute. I’ll take a fresh one-oh.”

	He opened his mouth to stop her, to refuse her assistance, especially now that she had reinforced how painful it was. But the words were frozen on his lips. He needed her, probably more than he could admit. After a moment, he could only mutter “Thanks” as she disappeared into the bathroom.

	This was the worst part of the process, the waiting. Biding his time on the couch while Claire endured who-knows-what agony, all for his sake. It felt eerily similar to the many times he had accompanied his wife, Meg, for her oncologist appointments. Time and time again, they’d clutched each other and sat waiting, hoping for the best, right up until they received another round of disappointing test results. Meg was the person he had needed most in his life. And at her funeral, he had vowed never to need someone that badly again.

	The bathroom door slowly creaked open, causing Brad to jump from the couch. Claire exited slowly, her eyes seeming to be focused on something in another dimension. Her mouth was scrunched up in a knot.

	A few years ago, he had been summoned to assist at an apartment fire in one of the poorer neighborhoods in Garland. Six people had died, and twelve suffered severe burns. The fire department had been late to arrive, and by the time they did, the complex had become an inferno, with mountains of flames punching their way into the dark night sky. As he handled crowd control, a car pulled into the parking lot, and a woman bolted from the front seat, leaving her door open as she dashed toward the blaze. Brad had caught her midstride, grabbing her around her waist, clutching her tightly as she screamed that her children were still inside. It took him ten minutes to contain her insanity, to convince her that running into the building would not save her children, only kill their mother in a horribly painful death. Suddenly, she fell silent and simply stared. A hollow, hopeless stare. A stare of utter loss.

	That same stare was in Claire’s eyes this very moment.

	What had he made her go through this time? “Claire?”

	She shook her head. The blood had completely drained from her face. Unconsciousness threatened to pull her toward the floor.

	Brad hurried around the couch, ready to catch her if she fell. But when he was a few steps away, she turned toward him, and the look in her eyes froze him in his tracks.

	“We’re not going to solve this one, Brad.” Claire’s voice was ominous, a bloodcurdling scream conveyed in a whisper.

	“What do you mean? We caught the Hobblers; we can catch this guy.”

	“We can’t do it. We’re going to need someone else. Someone with a different gift.”

	“Why can’t you do it? Just give me some piece of info like before. Maybe tell me the pattern between the different killings, the connection between the victims.”

	“Oh, there’s a pattern all right. The pattern is that the victims all have the same false sense of security right before they die.”

	That wasn’t helpful. “Do you know who the killer is?”

	Her focus left him, returning to that other dimension. “It’s not a who.”

	Brad’s mind raced. “What is it, then? A group? A cult, maybe? Do you know any of their names?”

	“It doesn’t have a name. Not yet.”

	“What do you mean it doesn’t have a name? Every human being has a name.”

	“We’re not up against flesh and blood. This is an unseen enemy, an exponential power, an evil that opens a conduit to the internal darkness.”

	 


CHAPTER 8

	 

	It seemed intentional, like she had been specifically targeted. Leia glanced down at the red splotch directly above her left breast, then grunted in agony. She grabbed a towel and tried to contain the damage, but it was too late. Her outfit was dead for the evening.

	She hurried to the bedroom, pulling off the marinara-stained blouse as she went. Chewie perked up, jumping off his doggy bed when she burst into the room with a puzzled look on his face. She tossed the soiled shirt in his direction. A quick sniff, and he retreated back into his cushion, paws over his snout, whining. Leia bent down to scratch behind his ears. “I hope it tastes better than it smells.” More whining, louder this time. “Don’t worry, you don’t have to meet him.” That seemed to make him feel better. She had never seen such a shy dog. A complete scaredy-cat around strangers.

	What was she thinking? Cooking spaghetti sauce in a silk blouse was basically asking for a wardrobe disaster. She shed her skirt onto the floor, then wriggled into the tight red dress lying on the bed. Another fashion statement picked out by Ming, guaranteed to capture the attention of any red-blooded male within the viewing area. This was her originally planned outfit for tonight until Ed called and begged her to wear the same blue blouse she had worn on their last date, since he was so enamored with it. An odd request, no doubt. Then again, Ed was an odd guy. Regardless, Leia was determined to try to make tonight a success. That way, if feelings for him didn’t materialize after this evening, she wouldn’t feel guilty for dumping him on their next outing. And that would still count as achieving her goal of five dates.

	The zipper was fighting her tooth and nail when the doorbell rang. Great. The room was somewhat of a mess, with her ruined outfit on the floor, bed unmade, and a pile of unfolded bras on the dresser, but that could be hidden behind a closed door. There was zero chance Ed would be visiting her bedroom tonight.

	A yank on the front door revealed a fidgeting Ed holding a bouquet. The red dress produced its intended effect—literally eye-popping, jaw-dropping, mind-blowing. He nearly dropped the flowers onto her front porch as he stared at her while she tugged on the hem. “You … you’re … r-red dress,” he stammered.

	“What, this old thing? Found it in the back of the closet and threw it on.”

	“But … you were going to wear …”

	“The blue blouse? Yeah, sorry. It was assassinated in an unfortunate tomato incident. Hey, would you mind helping me with this zipper?” Leia pointed a finger behind her neck.

	Ed remained frozen just outside the threshold, floral arrangement pointing toward his toes, vein pulsing in his neck. Wow, this outfit was almost magical. If she ever needed to rob a bank, she now knew what to wear. I have no idea what the thief looked like, Officer. All I can tell you is that she wore this amazing red dress.

	She basked in the attention a moment longer, until it started to get awkward. “Why don’t you come inside? Are these for me?” She pulled the flowers from his grasp, guiding him into the house. A spectacular arrangement of daisies, her favorite. Very thoughtful. Romantic, even.

	A slow nod was the only response. She turned away from him and bent her head forward, pulling her hair off her neck. “It’s really stuck,” she said as trembling hands pawed at the back of her dress. A chill radiated down her spine when she sensed the zipper going south, but that apparently freed the mechanism. Then Ed purred it closed, slow enough to discern the individual clicks.

	“Thanks.” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed him slipping something into his pocket. “And thanks for the flowers. I’ve always loved daisies.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	Finally, a full sentence. How touching that he chose her favorite—she couldn’t remember when she’d mentioned it. “They’re so cheerful, aren’t they?”

	Ed’s eyes were still glazed over, but he seemed to be regaining his composure. “I bet you probably used to pick them as a child and then pull the petals off one at a time.”

	It was Leia’s turn to be dumbfounded. She was pretty sure she hadn’t told him that. A surprising warmth filled her, like the first sip of hot chocolate on a cold winter’s day. “How did you figure that out?”

	The faintest of grins cracked Ed’s face. Confidence seemed to wash over him. “I am a psychiatrist, you know. I bet I understand a lot more about you than you think.”

	For the first time since he arrived, Leia peered into his eyes. This wasn’t the same man from dates one through three. Ed seemed more—how would she describe it? Confident? Assertive? Determined? Attractive?

	A whirlpool of random emotions stirred inside of her. “What else do you understand about me?”

	Ed tilted his head, his eyebrows hugging his eyes as if either deep in thought or utilizing X-ray vision to see right through her. “I know you’re a visual person, that sight is the most dominant of your five senses.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“Because you’re neither smelling nor hearing whatever is burning on the stove.”

	It took a second for that to register, unusual for her. She spun on her heels and dashed into the kitchen. The completely neglected marinara was boiling over, spilling out of the saucepan like angry lava, hissing into black puddles as it made contact with the glass cooktop.

	She reached for the lid, but before she could pull it off, Ed’s hand covered hers. Firm. Strong. “Let me get this,” he said. “I have a feeling this is the same type of situation that caused the premature demise of the blue blouse.”

	Ed turned off the burner and guided the pan to the back of the stove to let it cool. “We can rescue the meatballs. Grab me another jar of sauce, then it’ll be like it never happened.”

	They collaborated on the remainder of the cooking, with Ed handling the marinara and spaghetti and Leia doing the salad and garlic bread. The kitchen was fairly spacious, but they seemed to brush up against each other on a regular basis, inciting a tiny chill to flow through her bones each time they made contact. They even shared a taste of his sauce from the end of a wooden spoon, like an actual couple would do.

	“I think your roommate wants to join us,” Ed noted as they transported the meal to the dining table. Sure enough, Chewie was peeking across the living room from the hallway. In her rush to greet Ed, she must have neglected to shut the bedroom door tightly.

	“That’s Chewbacca.” Leia nodded toward the hallway. “Do you want to meet him? C’mere, Chewie! Here, boy!” She slapped her hands on her knees.

	Chewie growled and bared his teeth. Very unusual behavior for him. “He’s really shy,” she told Ed as she walked over to calm her pet.

	She was only halfway across the living room when Chewie suddenly charged out from the hallway as fast as his bagle hound legs would carry him. He dashed right past her, growling and barking, heading directly for Ed. Leia had never seen this side of him.

	“Chewie, what’s wrong with you? Be nice!” She stepped around Chewie to grab his collar, but he shifted as well, repositioning himself directly between her and Ed, growing more ferocious by the second. Leia reached up and snagged his collar just as he was about to attack. His ears were pinned back. The fur on the back of his neck bristled against her fingers. He struggled against her grip, stronger than she thought he was capable of, snarling and flashing his teeth at Ed. 

	“I’m so sorry, he’s never like this.” Leia looked up at Ed who appeared completely unfazed by her small bagle hound suddenly being possessed by the spirit of Cujo. It took her several minutes to drag Chewie across the carpet and shut him tightly in the bedroom. Barking and door-pawing sounds chased her back down the hall as she returned to dinner.

	Ed took it all in stride. When they sat at the table, he flashed a charming smile. “I think maybe Chewie is a bit jealous. He’s probably not used to sharing you, is he?”

	Impressive. Always in control. A reassuring answer for every crisis. How had she not seen this side of Ed before? “So now you’re a dog psychiatrist?” They shared a laugh, and she instinctively touched his arm. Then he poured the wine, and they toasted whatever the future had in store for them.

	While they dined, Ed inquired about some of her more challenging infectious disease cases. The information seemed to intrigue him to no end, and Leia was almost giddy as she relayed the stories. She caught herself a couple of times and asked if she was boring him, but he insisted she keep going. He was genuinely interested.

	They had almost finished eating when she realized she had monopolized the conversation. “Tell me about your work. How’s that new patient of yours? What was his name? Jack, I think?”

	Ed froze, causing Leia to panic. She had forgotten how upset he had gotten when this topic came up on their last date. The evening had been going so well, too. Why did she have to ruin it?

	“Jack’s doing good,” Ed replied in a tone calm enough to induce Leia to exhale. “At first, I thought he was schizophrenic, but I’ve since come to believe he’s completely sane. And now I’m pretty sure that I’m not going to die tonight.”

	“I’m glad. These dates wouldn’t be nearly as much fun if you were deceased.” Leia tapped the back of his hand playfully.

	In one smooth motion, his hand rotated and grasped her fingers, caressing them with his thumb. “I’ve had a great time with you this evening. You’re a wonderful conversationalist.”

	Leia could feel her face flush. “I don’t know about that. I think I talked your ear off about work the entire meal.”

	“Are you kidding? Those case studies were fascinating. I never realized how similar our jobs are. It’s like we’re both trying to make our way through a maze of possible diagnoses until arriving at the correct one.”

	Goose bumps radiated down her legs. “I know! It does feel like trying to navigate a maze, especially when you have to—”

	“Eliminate a bunch of wrong turns along the way to find the exit,” Ed completed her sentence. “It can be pretty stressful, though, when you feel like you’re going in circles. Like that patient you were working with today, the one where the tests all came back negative.”

	That was exactly how Leia had felt after work today. How did he know? Of course, he was a psychiatrist. It was his job to decode emotions and mental states. But it felt wonderful to have someone understand her so well.

	Ed stood up from the table. “Let’s clear off the food, and then I’ll show you a little technique I sometimes use on my patients to help them relieve stress.”

	The twinge of disappointment surprised Leia when their hands broke contact. “What technique is that?”

	“Have you ever had a scalp massage?”

	They quickly put the leftovers in the fridge and the dishes in the sink. Then Ed instructed her to sit on the couch with her head resting comfortably while he stood behind her. “Close your eyes, and picture yourself in a serene setting.”

	Her eyelids descended at the sound of his voice. “So, I need to find my happy place?” she asked jokingly.

	“More of a peaceful place. Especially since I think your happy place would be where you were shrunk down to microscopic level so you could battle the viruses in hand-to-hand combat.”

	Leia giggled.

	“Just relax for a minute. I need to get a small bag of ice.”

	She craned her head around to look at him. “Ice?”

	“Yes. The temperature differential is a key element. Trust me.” Ed backed toward the kitchen. “Close your eyes and return to your peaceful place. I’ll be back in a second.”

	She slipped off her painful high heels and settled back into the sofa cushions, eyes shut, listening to him rustling around in the kitchen. Butterflies danced with wild abandon in her stomach as she anxiously anticipated the resumption of his touch. She wished the evening would never end.

	What was happening to her? She had dated very few men, and none had caused any type of emotional reaction like she was experiencing now. It was like a page out of those pathetic romance novels she always mocked Ming for reading. Cautious euphoria mixed with a hint of anxiousness.

	But beyond the head-fogging hormonal response coursing through her veins, they had clearly formed a connection tonight. Ed had been so kind, helpful, sensitive, even humorous. And more significant was the way they shared the same passion for bettering the lives of their patients by diagnosing whatever maladies afflicted them. Finally, someone that truly understood her. Someone that comprehended the invisible force that made her tick.

	Where would things go from here? This would be their fourth date, so they were already feeling comfortable around each other. Not to mention that cooking a meal together was a next-level type of relationship activity. Though the night had yet to conclude, she was already planning to see him again. And again, after that. Then again, after that.

	A slight grin stretched across Leia’s face. I wonder if this is the guy I’m going to spend the rest of my life with.

	 


CHAPTER 9

	 

	A wide grin stretched across Ed’s face. I wonder if she realizes that I’m the guy she’s going to spend the rest of her life with.

	“How’s this amount of pressure?” he asked as he knelt behind the couch, his fingers exploring tiny circles through her silky brown hair.

	Leia exhaled the tension from her body. “Mm. Feels wonderful. I’m so relaxed I could almost fall asleep. Where did you learn how to do this?”

	It was working perfectly. “I like to consider myself an expert in all things related to the human head, both inside and out.”

	“Well, if your psychiatry skills are anywhere near as good as your massage technique, then watch out, Sigmund Freud.”

	Ed adjusted the angle of his wrists so that his thumbs could rub the area near the base of her cranium. A satisfied moan wafted into the air in front of him. She was putty in his hands.

	At first, he’d hesitated, but now certainty filled his soul. He was making the right choice. There was simply no other way.

	It had all started with Jack Hostman, that freak of a patient he had begun counseling only a month ago. But that freak knew things about Ed. Personal things. Things there was no way he should have known. 

	Like how he knew about Maribelle, Ed’s patient from four years ago. She had the most beautiful long, black hair he had ever laid eyes on. A pristine, dark waterfall flowing down her back or cascading over her shoulder and tickling the top of her breast. She had come on to him when they had first met, openly expressing her carnal desires. Physical attraction from a patient to their therapist is so common that it is covered explicitly in the APA Ethics Principles of Psychiatrists Handbook, section 13.1.4: Erotic Transference. Ed had completed specific training for such a situation, which he successfully employed with Maribelle. Almost successfully. Except for one session, right after receiving a “let’s just be friends” speech from his almost-girlfriend. That morning, he had succumbed to Maribelle’s siren call. It wasn’t full-out sex per se, but he had distinctly crossed the line, and afterward, Ed feared for his career. He continued to counsel her for months, rebuffing her continued advances and working feverishly each appointment to lock this secret in her vault. After convincing himself that her vault was secure, he fabricated a reason to transfer her to a different doctor and never heard from her again. And that should have been that.

	But Jack knew about it. And not only that it happened. He described in sickening detail their entire sex act, from start to embarrassing finish. It wasn’t a threat. It wasn’t blackmail. It was simply a demonstration of Jack’s ability. An ability that turned out to be more terrifying than blackmail.

	Because Jack didn’t only know things about Ed’s past, about the skeletons hidden deep in his closet. He knew about Ed’s future, about the monsters under his bed and what they would do to him when the room got dark. The monsters were worse than the skeletons. Much worse.

	Jack didn’t hesitate to showcase that skill as well. Immediately after the nauseating play-by-play recount of the sexual escapade with Maribelle, he proceeded to foretell specific facts about Ed’s then-upcoming date with Leia at the Italian restaurant. Every detail turned out to be correct, from her selection of steak as her entree at dinner—despite Ed’s insistence that she get pasta—to the fact that she would turn and rush into her house when he leaned in for a kiss on the front porch. Every. Single. Detail. Then Jack nonchalantly ended their counseling session with the juicy morsel that Ed would die the following week.

	But how? How was he going to die? Jack had strategically dropped that bomb the moment before the guards arrived to return him to his padded cell, giving no opportunity for follow-up questions. Ed hadn’t slept much that week, especially once the date night predictions materialized into stark reality. He’d had his house inspected for electrical issues, gas leaks, anything. His car too. He even visited his primary care physician for a checkup that he was several years negligent on. But everything was in proper working order—house, car, and body. He had no clue which door the grim reaper was about to leap out from.

	His hands were clammy, his knees shaking as his freak of a patient was carted into the counseling room this past Monday. Jack sat slumped in his wheelchair, head hanging to one side, arms hugging his torso in a straitjacket. A smug grin was chiseled across his unshaven, sweaty face. As soon as the door clicked shut behind the last guard, the grin spoke. “I bet you’re about to ask me how you’re gonna die.”

	That prediction was spot on as well. “How am I going to die?” Ed begged to know.

	“How do you think you’re gonna die?” Jack asked.

	“I don’t think I’m going to die. You were the one who said that.”

	“If you don’t think you’re gonna die, then why are you asking me how?”

	“If I was going to die this week, how would it happen?”

	“Death will only occur if you think you’re gonna die.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense.”

	“It’ll make complete sense once it happens.”

	The head games continued for ten minutes, including a strange request from Jack for a swig of Ed’s coffee, then an insistence that Ed gulp down the rest of the cup. Only then did Jack relent, clarifying a crucial detail about his lethal prediction. More importantly, he slipped in an escape clause: a hidden back door that Ed could jump through to survive the week. An escape clause that was being invoked at this very moment.

	Jack had described everything about this evening, from the fact that Leia’s favorite flower was the daisy to the decor that graced her house. The clincher had been the red dress. Jack had predicted, in no uncertain terms, that Leia would wear a red dress. Of course, that had to be the Achilles heel in the entire prognostication. He had called Leia and made her promise to wear the same blue blouse she had worn the last time they went out. That would refute the entire omen and prove he wasn’t going to die.

	Except that Jack didn’t have an Achilles’ heel. To Ed’s utter dismay, he was greeted at the door tonight by that portentous red dress. His shock had strangled him in the moment, but when he freed himself from its noose, his course of action became clear. Because if Jack had been right about every other detail, then his final prediction was sure to come true as well—one of them, either Ed or Leia, would die before the night was over. The only way to save himself from certain death was to kill Leia. That was the escape clause.

	It was really her fault anyway. Why did she have to wear that stupid dress? He had tried to save her life by telling her to wear blue. Why hadn’t she listened? She’d left him no choice. It could almost be considered self-defense.

	Leia suddenly shrank from his fingertips. “That’s a little too much pressure.”

	“Oh, sorry.” The cramps in his tense hands cried out to him.

	Focus. Focus! He needed to execute this first step flawlessly. Shifting his weight on his knees, he could feel the knife handle in the small of his back, its blade tucked into his belt. Per Jack’s instructions, he had selected a long, sharp knife with a narrow blade, concealing it as he returned from ostensibly obtaining a bag of ice.

	His left hand would transition to massaging the top of her forehead. His right would draw the knife and violently thrust the blade into the back of her skull. In a flashback to med school, he visualized the brain stem resting peacefully behind her gorgeous brown mane. A forceful, precisely placed stab upward at a forty-five-degree angle would sever the medulla oblongata, cutting off her motor functions, segueing to death within minutes. Simple. Efficient. Guaranteed.

	Jack had mapped out the remainder of the night as well. Ed would take the knife with him as he silently slipped out, disposing of it in a distant dumpster. Then he would proceed home and call his mother to give him an alibi. Being careful to leave his cell phone at his house, he would then return to Leia’s place in the middle of the night wearing nitrile gloves. After disabling all the smoke detectors, he would fill a large pan with grease and leave it on the stove on high. The ensuing house fire would be chalked up to an unfortunate accident, reliably covering up his deed for the evening. Then he could live the rest of his life. Alive.

	The stainless steel was surprisingly steady as he lined it up. Two of the overhead can lights reflected off the metal, like fiery eyes, as if the demon of the blade was watching him, questioning whether he possessed the wherewithal to finish the act. But he did. Something was coursing through his veins that calmed his mind and reassured his body that this deed was the right thing to do. Either Ed or Leia would die tonight, that was unavoidable. One human life lost. Did it really matter which one?

	Sayonara, Leia Jenner. Too bad it had to end like this. At least this way, you won’t have a chance to dump me.

	 



CHAPTER 10

	 

	Leia Jenner had never felt so alive. Excitement tingled through her nervous system like electric current. To think that before Ed arrived, she was rehearsing her breakup speech to be performed on date number five. Now she was considering the possibility she might never dump him. What a difference one night could make. A night that would alter the course of her life.

	The scalp massage was heavenly. Her worries had melted away one by one, rubbed out by a contingent of strong fingers. Everything was peaceful and quiet. She should have put on some soft music, perhaps piano instrumental pieces or something. Ed had turned silent in the last few minutes, and the only sound in the house was Chewie’s muffled whining. It sounded so melancholy, like his best buddy had just died. His sadness tugged at Leia’s heart, but he was going to have to adjust to sharing her. Because tonight, she was Ed’s.

	Ed’s hand maneuvered across her scalp to firmly grasp her forehead, a position someone would use to check for a fever. His other hand had separated contact with her. Perhaps he was preparing to employ the ice? But how? Nervous excitement bubbled up inside her. She had no idea what to expect.

	Dah-dah-dah. Doh-dah-duh. Doh-dah-duh.

	Her eyes popped open at the sound of “The Imperial March,” as if Darth Vader himself was sneaking up from behind while her ringtone played. “Excuse me,” she muttered, leaning forward to grab her device from the coffee table. 

	The screen glowed with a number but no name. It wasn’t someone she knew.

	She silenced the phone, then quickly settled back on the couch, hoping this hadn’t ruined the moment. “Sorry. Probably some telemarketer. So much for my spam-blocking app.”

	“That’s alright,” Ed replied, his voice divulging that he was rankled by the interruption. “Now, where were we?”

	The scalp massage resumed, although a bit faster now. It lasted for less than a minute when her phone went off again. She slouched forward and tilted the screen toward the slits of her eyes. Same number. 

	Ed huffed. “That’s one annoying telemarketer. Why don’t you turn your ringer off?”

	Leia clicked the phone volume to zero, then squirmed back into the couch cushions, resolved not to lose the massage momentum. Whoever was dying to sell her something sure had terrible timing.

	As soon as her eyelids fell, Ed proceeded directly to the temperature-differential technique—whatever that was—firmly cupping her forehead while reaching down to grab the bag of ice.

	The glass on the coffee table buzzed like an electric chair—vibration mode on her phone. Angry, she grabbed the device to turn off the vibration as well when the screen seemed to cry out to her. It was the identical number as the past two calls with the annotation of Dallas, Texas, underneath.

	Leia hesitated. Did she know anyone from Dallas? But who would call three times so insistently? She weighed the odds of this being something important against spoiling the best scalp massage she’d ever gotten. Fate swiped her finger across the screen.

	“Leia Jenner?” The voice wasn’t familiar, but it surged with a sense of urgency.

	“Who is this?”

	“My name is Brad Labradine. I’m an officer with the Garland Police Department.”

	Brad’s voice was contagious with anxiety, propelling Leia to her feet. “You’re a police officer? What is this about?”

	“We’ve gotten a report that you may be in danger. Are you alone right now?”

	The anxiety blended into skepticism. Was this some strange crank call? “As a matter of fact, I’m not alone right now.” She glanced over toward Ed. Perplexed frustration shadowed his face.

	“Is one of your neighbors at home? Can you go over there until I arrive?”

	“I said I’m not alone.”

	“I’m still gonna have to ask you to go to a neighbor’s house. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

	“What did you say your name was?”

	“Brad Labradine. I’m—”

	“And how do I know you’re an actual police officer?”

	“I’ll show you my badge when I get there. You’re at 1010 Drehpehs Street, right?”

	White hot fear flared up inside her. Whoever this psycho was, he knew where she lived.

	Ed strode around the couch and hovered over her. His demeanor turned stone-cold, as if he sensed a threat. “What’s going on?”

	She muted the phone and looked up into his eyes. She hadn’t noticed before that they were bloodshot. “This guy says he’s a cop and that I’m in danger somehow.”

	“Hang up the phone.”

	“Why?”

	He snatched the device from her grasp and ended the call. His hands were trembling.

	A knot of trepidation tied itself in her stomach. What was going on? Ed’s sudden rash behavior only amplified her worry. “What did you do that for?”

	The question passed right through him without stopping, evaporating into the thin air beyond. He stared intently off into space, his gaze shifting to and fro, as if he was trying to determine which wire to cut to disable a bomb while intermittently checking the timer to see how long until it exploded. “Why does he think you’re in danger?”

	“I don’t know. You hung up on him before I could ask. But he’s on his way here now.”

	Ed snapped out of his bomb-diffusing quandary. “What? He’s coming here?”

	“He even knows my address.”

	Ed’s head twisted to the side, then he spun around completely. His breaths came in staggered bursts. His hands flew to the top of his head, like all hope was lost.

	What was happening? This had been the most pleasant of evenings until some strange call came in, and now the tension in the air could be cut with a knife. “Do you think he’s coming here to hurt me?”

	That question registered, freezing Ed in position. After a moment, he slowly turned toward her again. “Do you have a gun?”

	Not the response Leia was expecting. “What? Do you think this is serious? And not some prank call?”

	“It can’t hurt to be safe.” Ed was suddenly calm again, apparently having figured out which wire to cut and ready to save them both.

	“We should call the police, then.”

	He shook his head. “What are you going to tell them? That some guy on the phone knows your address? Did he even threaten you?”

	“No, he only said that I was in danger.”

	Resolve cemented itself around Ed’s eyes. “You do have a gun, don’t you?”

	Leia paused. She wasn’t a big fan of firearms in general. In fact, she had only fired a weapon once, while on a date with some ex-military guy she had met at a blood drive. He had insisted that the shooting range would be way more fun than a movie. It wasn’t. Especially with him spending the evening relating tales about how dangerous a place the world was. Afterward, he had convinced her to buy a weapon for her protection. She never spoke to him again, dodging his calls for weeks and laboring to erase him and his sick stories from her memory. The only souvenir of their relationship was that pistol, still in its original, unopened case, resting in the back of the hall closet.

	“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do.” Ed’s voice exuded confidence. “When he arrives, we’ll invite him in and check his badge. If he’s legit, then we’ll hear him out. If he tries anything, I’ll cover him while you call the police. Now, go grab your gun for me.”

	It felt wrong. But the whole evening suddenly felt wrong. Surreal. All because of one phone call that still could be phony. But she didn’t have a better plan. Maybe when this all turned out to be a joke, they could laugh about it later. She walked down the hall and began to dig through the closet.

	“Sig Sauer P three sixty-five,” Ed noted over her shoulder as she extracted the box from under some old blankets. “Nice pistol.”

	She watched as he inspected the sights, tore into the accompanying box of ammo, and loaded the clip. His agility with the weapon consoled her. “Looks like you know your way around a gun.”

	“I grew up in Texas. In this state, it’s a requirement before you’re allowed to enter puberty.”

	Leia chuckled. This Brad guy better really be a cop, or he was going to be in for a world of hurt.

	The echo of the doorbell brought her heart into her throat. She shot a look at Ed, who was effortlessly pulling back the slide on the pistol. 

	A fierce look of determination settled into his eyes. “Invite him in and have him sit in that chair.” He pointed with the gun barrel. Then he slipped into the hallway beyond the living room, out of sight.

	As a second doorbell ring reverberated through the house, Leia made her way past the kitchen, around the corner, then through the dining room to the front door. She could hear Chewie growling frantically from her bedroom. Did her beloved pet sense danger?

	Peering through the peephole, she searched for a police uniform. But there was no one. The view consisted of her front lawn and driveway and Ed’s car, nothing more. She sucked in a lungful of air, then blew it out. Her hand shook as she reached for the doorknob. If it was some type of ambush, she would scream, and Ed would come save her. After a final breath, she yanked the door open.

	“Leia Jenner?” A tense voice from her right nearly made her jump out of her skin. She glanced over. He stood on the edge of the porch, out of view from the peephole. He was wearing a polo shirt and jeans, definitely not policeman-like, but his outstretched left hand clutched a badge and identification. “I’m Brad Labradine. Look at my ID closely so you can believe I’m a police officer.”

	The only badges Leia had seen were from television and movies. This one looked real enough, but how could she be sure? “Would you like to come in, Officer?”

	Brad’s head twitched back and forth. “I’m not supposed to go inside. I need you to come with me right away.”

	“Why do I need to go with you? What’s going on?”

	“We have reason to believe that someone is going to try and kill you at this address tonight.”

	“Where did you hear that? Who wants to kill me?”

	That question seemed to make Brad uncomfortable, not that he wasn’t already as tense as a clenched fist. Instead of answering, he peeked around her into the house, shoved his badge into his back pocket, and dug in the front one for his phone. His right hand rested on the gun holstered at his hip.

	“Leia!” Ed was shouting at her from inside the house. “Are you going to invite him in?”

	“Just a minute!” she yelled back. 

	When she turned toward Brad, he was holding out his phone. “Read the last text. Quietly, to yourself.”

	She took his phone in her hands, but an incredible sense of foreboding made it difficult to focus on the words.

	“Leia! Get back in here now!” Ed was screaming at her. “I called the Garland Police Department. There’s no officer named Brad Labradine.”

	She shot a look at Brad, or whoever this man was that had invaded her front porch, expecting him to draw his weapon and kill her right there. But he didn’t move. His powerful eyes stared back at her, almost right through her, begging her to trust him.

	“Don’t you recognize me, Leia? I’m famous. I’m the one that solved that Hobbler case last year. Do you remember?”

	She stumbled backward across the threshold into her house. The Hobbler case was well-known across the country, but she couldn’t recall the name of the person who had tracked down the serial killer. Could it have been Brad Labradine? What a strange lie to get someone to trust you.

	“Read the text, Leia,” he said in a low voice.

	A part of her longed to turn and run into Ed’s arms while he shot this intruder in the forehead. But another part, a very small part, sensed that something was askew with the whole situation. All she could do was stagger back into the house toward the kitchen.

	“Leia!” Ed was shouting again. “Don’t listen to him. Get back inside and lock the door!”

	Brad leaned to his side so he could keep her in view but otherwise didn’t approach her. “I cannot tell you how important it is that you read that text.”

	Unsure of what else to do, she lowered her gaze. The screen shone brightly, forcing her to squint. A conversation with someone named Claire. Leia strained to focus on the final message.

	The man inside her house is planning to murder her tonight.

	Instinctively, she looked toward the hallway where Ed was hiding. But she couldn’t see anything. He must have turned off the living room lights, enveloping the rest of her house in blackness. “Ed?”

	“Come over here to me,” the blackness beckoned her. Ed’s voice was steady and calm. Almost too calm. No, definitely too calm.

	Her head rotated back to the entryway. Through the open door, Brad’s face was shining brightly under the porch light. “Leia. You have my phone in your hands. Come outside to the driveway, where your neighbors can see you, and call 9-1-1. You’ll be safe.”

	“Don’t listen to him, Leia,” the darkness said. “It’s a trap. Come to me. You can trust me. We have a connection. Don’t you feel it?”

	Her head was spinning. Thoughts swirled around like a tornado. Each event from tonight, each detail, each logical argument flew through her mind, connecting and disconnecting. First lobbying for Ed, her almost-boyfriend, hidden in the dark of the hallway. Then convincing her to go to Brad, under the light of the porch, believing in his police badge and wise suggestion to call 911.

	The tornado spun itself out. Brad was a stranger, regardless of how real his identification appeared. But with Ed, there was a connection. She had to go with her feelings. She turned toward the dark hallway.

	The phone in her hand vibrated. An incoming text message from that Claire person. 

	Did you get her?

	That was all the confirmation she needed. Ed was the right choice. She hurried across the living room. He couldn’t be more than a few meters away.

	The phone buzzed again. 

	If not, ask her about a bag of ice.

	Leia froze in her tracks. Her gaze slowly rotated across the living room to the back of the couch, barely illuminated by the light from the kitchen, where Ed had knelt and given her that tantalizing massage. To look for a ziplock bag, moist with sweat, melting into the carpet.

	But there was no bag. No ice. Only what looked like a nickel, balanced on its edge, propping up the bottom of the couch’s dust ruffle.

	“Ed?”

	“Come to me, Leia.” His voice was soothing. Reassuring. “You’re almost there.”

	“Ed, where is the bag of ice?”

	“What?”

	“The bag of ice. The one you were going to use with my massage. Where is it?”

	Hesitation. “I threw it away. Why does it matter?” His voice was moving closer now. But still ensconced in darkness.

	What was that shiny metal circle under the couch? It looked familiar.

	Then the truth hit her. It wasn’t a nickel. She glanced back to the kitchen, to the block of Henckel knives on the counter. Metal circles on the ends of their handles glinted under the can lights. Except for one. The longest knife. The one that wasn’t there.

	Her mind erupted in panic. She spun on her heels and sprinted back toward the kitchen. Her bare feet pounded on the hardwood floor. She rounded the corner to the entryway just as the crack of gunfire deafened her ears. The glass on the oven door shattered.

	She instinctively covered her head. Wood and drywall exploded behind her as bullets ripped through the walls. She almost lost her balance in the turn, catching herself on the dining room table. Ahead was the entryway. Porch light shining brightly.

	The shooting stopped for a second. Heavy footsteps hammered from the living room. Ed was coming for her.

	She didn’t see Brad until she almost tripped over him. He was prone on the ground, like a soldier defending his country, gun drawn and pointed up from the lower corner of the doorway. “Get behind me,” he commanded as she dashed across the threshold.

	Her foot slipped on the bare concrete. She collapsed into a heap directly behind Brad. 

	“Police! Drop your weapon!” he yelled as her body slammed into the ground.

	The response was a barrage of gunfire. Like someone was cracking a whip right next to her ear. Again and again. Back and forth. Leia scrambled frantically on her knees across the porch, away from the doorway. Brass shell casings arced out of Brad’s pistol. Splinters of wood and shards of glass rained down on her. 

	There wasn’t time to scream. She curled up in a fetal position on the cold, hard concrete under the front window as the echoes died out. Then, he was rolling her over, unfolding her, checking to see if she was injured. 

	“Are you hit anywhere?” Brad asked frantically. 

	She shook her head. Her throat was too tight to form words.

	Once convinced she was unharmed, he crunched across the broken glass and into the house. She watched him go, then sensed the peering eyes of her neighbors, heads poking out of doors and faces peeking through windows. After a few minutes, he returned. She glanced up, asking with her gaze about the man in her house. The one that was so wonderful and mesmerizing and then suddenly so evil and terrifying, all in the same night. Brad lowered his eyes and shook his head slowly.

	They sat together on the front porch while the police sirens sought them out. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders as she shivered in the hot summer evening, too shell-shocked to weep. It took several minutes before she could form a sentence. “Thanks for saving me.”

	Brad stared off into the night sky at the lone star that twinkled faintly near the horizon. “Now it’s gonna be your turn to save everybody else.”

	 


CHAPTER 11

	 

	On her first day of medical school, Leia sat at the back of the lecture hall, her anxiety rising like a fever. The syllabus was daunting, the requirements insurmountable, the material years beyond her abilities. Even the descriptions of the subject matter were incomprehensible. The professor orating at the front surely would have failed Leia save for one minor detail—she was in the wrong classroom.

	Similar emotions bubbled up inside her as she approached the Topasteehl residence. From a distance, a charming country estate set among gently rolling hills, but as she drew near, it began to take on a haunting quality she couldn’t quite identify. Like spotting a close friend across the store, but when rushing over to greet them, realizing they are a look-alike stranger. By the time Leia slowed to a stop, the house seemed to be a portal to another dimension, a one-way conduit that, once traversed, would usher her into a completely different reality. Her only chance of escape would be if this were the wrong address. But it wasn’t.

	A winding walkway extended to the front porch, past carefully manicured landscaping. Behind the structure rose a rampart of cedar elm trees, thirty meters high, sealing off the rear of the property. A long stretch of dirt ran along the side of the house, a rude disruption of the otherwise velvety lawn, continuing to the cedar elm forest, like someone had dug a shallow grave for a gigantic serpent. Strewn across the center was a length of drainage pipe, a tombstone indicating what lay buried beneath.

	The solid oak door loomed ahead, a tight-lipped mouth refusing to divulge its secrets. As Leia pulled out her phone to recheck the address yet again, the door-mouth swung open, and a tall, strikingly attractive, middle-aged woman suddenly put her at ease. At least a little.

	“You must be Leia.” The woman smiled graciously and extended a well-manicured hand. “I’m Ruth Topasteehl. We’re so excited you could join us tonight. Everyone can’t wait to meet you.”

	Before Leia could cough up a question about who “everyone” referred to, Ruth was already inquiring about the drive from Temple and offering to get her a beverage.

	The family room at the rear of the house provided the answer. A large man sat in a wheelchair directly in front of her with an entourage positioned behind him. She felt like a celebrity about to be interviewed by a gaggle of news reporters. But her nervousness was quenched at the sight of Brad, who walked over and squeezed her shoulders. “Feels like we’ve known each other for years, even though it’s been less than a week.”

	Brad introduced her down the line, ending with Claire, who was trembling as she hugged Leia tightly and whispered a choked-up “Thank you” into her ear. This was backward—Leia should be the one trembling in the presence of this mystical power that had saved her life. An ability she planned to learn more about during dinner.

	“I hope we didn’t overwhelm you with too many people,” Paul said from his wheelchair. “It’s just that we all wanted to meet you after hearing your story.”

	“There’ll be a quiz during dinner to see if you caught everybody’s names,” Brad joked.

	Leia smiled. If there was one superpower she possessed, it was a mind for details. “Paul and Ruth Topasteehl—you have a lovely home, and thanks for inviting me to dinner. The cute couple are Tyler and Rachel. Tyler, you look exactly like your dad, by the way. Neil Cray, director of computer analysis at the NEA and colleague of Paul. I already knew Brad, a decorated detective from Garland. And last but certainly not least, Claire, whom I have a lot of questions for. Oh, and I missed the final Topasteehl, Deb, who you said was at a friend’s house tonight.”

	Claire glanced over at Brad. “I told you she was impressive.”

	As the group found their seats around the dinner table, Neil apparently couldn’t help but ask, “Are you named after Princess Leia?”

	It wasn’t the first time she’d fielded such a question. “Who’s that?”

	Neil was taken aback. “You know, Princess Leia. From Star Wars.”

	Leia formed a puzzled expression. “Which one was she again?”

	“Princess Leia. Luke’s sister?”

	“Prince Luke?”

	“No, Luke Skywalker. Their dad is Darth Vader.”

	“King Vader? So her name is Princess Leia Vader?”

	“No, Princess Leia Organa. And it’s not King Vader.” 

	“Wait, she’s a princess, but her brother’s not a prince, her dad’s not a king, and everybody has a different last name. What kind of family is this?”

	Neil was flustered. “Have you never seen Star Wars?”

	While Leia feigned a thoughtful pose, Brad stepped in to help out. “Neil, I think she’s yanking yer chain.”

	“What?”

	She normally wouldn’t have played mind games with someone she’d met only minutes ago, but for some reason, Leia couldn’t help herself. “Brad’s right. I’m messing with you. Yes, my parents were pathological Star Wars fans. My mom even used to style my hair into cinnamon buns when I was younger.” She twirled her fingers around her ears.

	Neil blurted out a nerdy laugh. Surprisingly, it warmed Leia’s insides to hear it.

	They spent the meal getting acquainted, although, try as she might, Leia wasn’t able to obtain a satisfactory level of information about Claire’s unique talent. Only that sometimes Claire knew things, and when that happened, she was always right. A few times, the conversation wandered into the events of a week ago, but Paul would immediately steer the discussion in a different direction, insisting they save the serious talk until everyone was done eating.

	After dinner, as they made themselves comfortable in the family room, the chitchat slowly faded to an awkward silence. Leia shrank into the sofa as she sensed stare after stare slowly directed at her, remaining locked even as Paul began to speak.

	“You’ve probably guessed that tonight wasn’t only about getting to know each other over dinner. Although, I do want to acknowledge my wonderful wife, Ruth, for a fantastic meal. Thanks, hon. I appreciate everything you do.”

	The rest of the group murmured their agreement. Ruth smiled graciously, then looked down at her wheelchair-bound husband, who squeezed her hand and threw her a wink. What an impressive love these two seemed to have for each other, especially after whatever tragedy had crippled Paul. They say that whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger—perhaps that applies to marriages as well.

	“We have information from a very reliable source”—Paul glanced over at Claire, who turned away—“that a new threat is materializing in the United States. Not unlike the Hobblers, who terrified the nation last year. Except this time, it’s not a person.”

	Neil turned toward his boss. “If it’s not a person, then what is it?”

	Instead of responding, Paul used his gaze to redirect the question to Claire, who had tucked herself behind Brad on the couch. 

	The color drained from her face. “All I know is that it’s really bad. And that I’m not the one who’s going to figure it out this time.”

	The vibe in the room shifted. It was like Leia was at the beach, watching with curious amazement as the water receded farther and farther from the shore, enthralled by the ocean floor that was suddenly and mysteriously exposed. Until it dawned upon her that this was a tsunami. And it was too late to run. Every face in the room was looking in her direction. “What? Me? How am I going to figure it out? I don’t have psychic powers. I don’t even have a clue what you’re talking about.”

	Though she was glaring back at Claire, it was Paul who reinforced the point. “I know this is a lot to digest at once. But you were chosen, Leia, and—”

	“Chosen? Chosen for what? I don’t want to be chosen.”

	“Once you’re chosen, you can’t be unchosen. DP never makes a wrong choice.”

	“DP? Who is that? The leader of your little cult here? Why didn’t he come to dinner tonight?”

	Leia immediately regretted her words. Paul turned silent. His big, brown eyes peered right through her. But he wasn’t angry. If anything, his eyes conveyed pity, whatever that might imply.

	“Well, I’m glad that you were chosen.” Rachel’s voice soothed the tension in the air. “Because otherwise, you wouldn’t be … um …”

	The sentence floated away, but the meaning hung in the air like an icicle. Rachel was right. On that fateful night a week ago, it was Brad’s phone call that had interrupted the moment her life was going to be snuffed out by that monster, Ed. Then, after Brad identified himself as a police officer and pleaded with her to escape, she had still opted to rush toward the arms of death. A miraculously timed text from Claire was required to ensure Leia would be alive enough to attend tonight’s dinner party. Yes, being chosen was only to her benefit. So far.

	Tyler turned to his father. “You know, when we get a tough topic for a debate competition, the first thing we do is write down all the facts we currently know. After that, we formulate a plan of attack.”

	Ruth disappeared into the kitchen, then returned with a whiteboard and some dry erase markers. Tyler propped it up on the fireplace and asked Rachel to scribe due to her superior penmanship.

	It was frightening to watch Rachel write Leia is the chosen one at the top of the board. Then, she turned to the group, raising her eyebrows for the next fact to be tossed to her. None came forth.

	After a minute of silence, Claire finally spoke. “This whole chosen thing got started when Brad came to ask me about the Handyman Killer. So, I imagine he’s involved somehow.”

	Rachel added that to the whiteboard. Great. Now Leia was supposed to solve a serial killer case.

	“Okay, what else?” Paul asked the group. 

	Blank stares were the response.

	At length, Brad straightened in his seat. “When we’re looking for clues to solve a crime, we always ask if there’s anything out of the ordinary. Sometimes, that’ll point you in the right direction.”

	Leia huffed. “Yeah, well, you saving my life last week was about as out of the ordinary as you can get.” Rachel prepared to jot that down, but before she could write, Leia put up a hand to stop her. “I think you’ve already summed that up with Leia is the chosen one.”

	Rachel recapped her marker, and the group returned to silence. Except for Brad. “No, I don’t think that’s quite right.”

	“But you came to save me that night because Claire figured out that I was the chosen one. You said that yourself. And Rachel already wrote that down.”

	“Uh-huh. But I think we’re missing why you needed saving in the first place.”

	Rachel’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, good point. Sometimes, Tyler and I will argue about what movie we’re going to watch, but I’m pretty sure he never intended on murdering me during one of our dates. Who was that guy again?”

	It chilled Leia’s soul to have to speak his name aloud. She tried to calm her voice, but it cracked anyway. “Ed Furgis.”

	Neil’s mouth gaped open. “Maybe Ed is the Handyman Killer!”

	That theory brought the group to life. They chatted excitedly about the possibility that they had solved another famous serial killer case. 

	Until Brad rained on their parade. “I don’t think so.”

	Neil deflated. “Why not? That’s two strange occurrences happening in the same time period.”

	“The MOs don’t match. Not even close.”

	“What’s an MO?”

	“Modus Operandi,” Brad replied. “It means how someone does their work. Or murders their victims, in this case. The Handyman is a shy killer, setting booby traps—probably for strangers—and is long gone when death actually occurs. Ed was up close and personal, intending on murdering someone he knew with his own bare hands. Those are two different killers. But speaking of Ed, I did some quick detective work before CSI showed up at Leia’s house last week.” Brad dug into his pocket, pulled out a wrinkled piece of paper, and handed it to Paul.

	Paul read from the paper. “ ‘Pulls petals off daisies. Help with dinner. Pretend to be interested in disease cases. Like solving a maze. Hold hands only after she touches you. Offer scalp massage. Knife with long, thin blade.’ It sounds like a script for your date.”

	The room spun around Leia. It was disturbing enough that Ed wanted to kill her that night, but now the entire evening, all his sweet gestures, were a setup for murder. How creepy to find out that Ed had researched her extensively enough to make her fall for him, with the sole objective of manipulating her into a vulnerable state so he could kill her. What a maniac.

	“So, Ed knew that Leia was the chosen one?” Tyler asked aloud to no one in particular.

	Brad stroked his chin. “Seems like it. Too coincidental otherwise. But how? Claire didn’t even know until that night, and she’s usually the first passenger aboard the information train.”

	“Perhaps we’re mixing up the cause and effect. Maybe Ed didn’t want to kill her because she was the chosen one. Maybe Ed wanting to kill her made her the chosen one.”

	“Now you’re hurtin’ my brain, son.”

	“Excuse me.” Leia raised her hand slightly. “Can we maybe figure out why I have to be this ‘chosen one’ in the first place?”

	“Good question. What’s unique about Leia?”

	“Nothing,” she replied defensively. “I’m a doctor, plain and simple. I don’t have mystical powers, and I don’t have a clue about tracking down serial killers.”

	“You’re not just any doctor. You’re an infectious disease specialist,” Paul corrected her. “And from the intel Neil provided, you’re one of the best in the country. The best at tracking down contagious diseases. Perhaps that skill is applicable here.”

	Claire shuddered violently on the couch. “Oh dear. I got a terrible chill right then.”

	Was that Claire’s mystical powers in action? Brad seemed to think so. He perked up while wrapping an arm around her, seemingly to both warm and protect at the same time. “Did Ed display any odd symptoms last week?”

	“Other than the odd symptom of wanting to stab me in the neck while giving me a massage on the couch?” Leia asked.

	“Uh, yeah. Other than that.”

	Unfortunately, that turned out to be it. After another hour of kicking around more ideas that all fell flat, they decided to call it a night. Paul closed out the meeting. “Alright, Leia. Looks like the ball is in your court, so you can take it from here.”

	Take it from here? Take what from here? Some cockamamie infectious disease conspiracy theory that Paul pulled out of his butt? Which only gained credibility because Claire happened to feel a draft at the time? Leia’s life had been insane enough over the past week, the last thing she needed was an assignment from this crippled cult leader sending her on a wild-goose chase. She needed things to return to normal, starting the moment she departed from this dinner party. There was nothing he could say to convince her to investigate this any further.

	Paul seemed to be containing a smirk as he peered up from his wheelchair into her defiant eyes. “Unless you don’t think you can figure it out.”

	Except that.

	 


CHAPTER 12

	 

	The University of Texas at Arlington boasted one of the more advanced genome sequencing facilities in the nation. Leia had used it several times in the past for infectious disease sleuthing. A quick phone call to one of her contacts at the lab, and her request was bumped to the front of the sequencing queue. Of course, she also had to promise specific recognition for the center in any resulting research publication. Which was easy to offer since Leia didn’t expect to find any cheese down this path.

	UTA graciously offered to loan Leia some unused office space in the adjacent building, where she set up shop. Working solo was her typical style, but Paul had insisted that Neil contribute his computer skills. Tyler and Rachel ended up joining the party as well. Rachel was interested in pursuing a career as a doctor, and Tyler was interested in pursuing Rachel.

	A brute force approach should wrap up this “assignment” within a week, if for no other reason than to prove Paul wrong and show him there wasn’t anything in the universe of infectious diseases that she couldn’t figure out. She had ordered whole-genome sequencing of Ed’s blood virome from a sample that Brad had obtained using his connections at the medical examiner’s office. Genome sequencing was expensive, but Leia charged it to the hospital where she worked, claiming she was investigating a possible new type of infection. Which was true, despite the fact that she didn’t expect to find anything.

	Neil had spun up a mass of instances on some cloud, whatever that meant, and was ready for some “seriously wicked data analysis,” as he phrased it. “So, you’re able to map out DNA for every substance in Ed’s blood?”

	“That’s right. And the RNA too, which is more likely what we’re searching for, assuming this is a virus. Then you can compare the genetic patterns to all known genomic sequences and see what matches.”

	“And the goal is to find something that doesn’t match?”

	“That’s right. It’s kind of like busting a party crasher. We’re going to review each guest one by one and look for someone whom we don’t recognize. That would be the guy crashing the party—a virus that’s never been seen before. Assuming there is one. Which I seriously doubt. Are you ready to begin?”

	Neil speed-typed some commands into his computer, then quickly surveyed the response. “Ready to roll. Should we get Tyler and Rachel so they can watch the results?”

	After a brief search through the small office space, Leia located the cute couple holed up in one of the back cubes. Rachel was sitting on Tyler’s lap, their arms and lips hopelessly entangled between them.

	“Ahem.” Leia cleared her throat loudly. Rachel nearly jumped through the roof as she unknotted herself from her boyfriend’s embrace and hopped to her feet. 

	Tyler glanced up sheepishly, then turned toward Rachel. “That’s another way that viruses can be transmitted, through saliva.”

	A goofy grin spread across Rachel’s face. “Ah, okay. Now I understand. Thank you so much for demonstrating, Tyler. It didn’t make sense until you showed me.” She turned and pretended to be surprised at Leia’s presence. “Oh, hi, Doctor Jenner. Tyler and I were, um …”

	“Discussing different ways that infectious diseases can be spread.” Tyler rose to his feet and put his arm around Rachel. “That is one method, correct, Doctor Jenner?”

	Leia sighed. “Yes, playing tonsil hockey is a highly contagious activity. Now that you’ve mutually shared your respective illnesses, how about we all go search for a real virus?”

	The blushing couple followed Leia back to the main office where a large screen on the wall displayed Neil’s work. His program was rotating through genetic sequences like a slot machine, spinning to a stop once it found a match. Already, three nonhuman genomes had been identified.

	Standing next to the wall monitor, Tyler gestured toward the results. “Does this mean that Ed had three different illnesses when he died?”

	Leia scanned the data on the screen. “Unlikely. That influenza virus sequence most likely resulted from an immunization utilizing a DNA vaccine. Those other two I’ve seen before—probably due to contamination of the blood sample or the reagents used for the analysis. Or possibly from the environment. That’s not uncommon in this type of testing. There’s nothing remarkable here. I’m guessing your father is going to be disappointed.”

	“What’s that thing at the bottom still spinning?” Rachel asked.

	In the lower left quadrant of the monitor, a genome notated as RNA3.1?? was listed next to a blur of text. Leia watched it for a moment, waiting for it to resolve.

	“Aha!” Tyler called out as the results table updated. “Rhinovirus. Ed must have contracted a pandemic strain that originated deep in Africa.”

	Leia’s gaze met Rachel’s, and they both started giggling like school girls.

	“We’ve got to warn …” Tyler trailed off as he noticed the women snickering. “What?”

	Rachel walked to the front of the room and wrapped her arms around her boyfriend. “Tyler, my wonderful, non–medically educated sweetheart. Rhinovirus is just a fancy name for the common cold.”

	Leia shook her head. So much for cult leader Paul’s theory about her being the chosen one. It sure didn’t require her finely honed skills as one of the top infectious disease specialists in the country to diagnose that Ed had gotten a flu shot and was recovering from a case of the sniffles. Time to wrap up this insanity and close this chapter of her life, relegating it to a crazy story she could tell her grandkids.

	Except for one thing. “Neil, why is this still here?” Leia nodded toward the odd RNA3.1?? notation still on the screen. “I thought you determined it was a rhinovirus?”

	Neil’s face scrunched up. “No, that’s something else. Not sure why this one hasn’t resolved yet.” He began rapidly clicking on his laptop keyboard. 

	“Why is it taking so long? Did your massive computing cloud blow away in the breeze?” Leia teased. “Or maybe one of the instances caught a computer virus?”

	After a few seconds, Neil’s focus rose from his laptop screen to aim directly at her. His face bore an odd expression of intrigue. “I grepped the log. It—”

	“You did what to the log?”

	He smirked, clearly happy he could explain something to her for once. “To grep means to search for a pattern in the data set. Our unknown RNA friend here didn’t match any known genome. The algorithm automatically proceeded to compare substrands against the full database.”

	“Probably some other contaminant your little software is having trouble identifying.”

	Returning to his laptop screen, Neil traced his finger across the center. “Well, whatever it is, it’s pretty serious. According to the input files, this sucker has the highest viral load of anything we’ve found. Over a billion.”

	“What’s a viral load?” Tyler asked.

	Leia walked around the desk to stand behind Neil, hovering over him. “Viral load describes the abundance of a given virus in the sample. It’s usually measured in genomes found per hundred thousand cells. A million isn’t actually that high.”

	“Not million,” Neil corrected. “Billion. With a b.”

	Her body shrank downward, her head aligning directly over his shoulder as they peered in parallel at his laptop. The cursor streaked smoothly across the screen and highlighted the number. A number with way more digits than Leia knew what to do with. “See,” Neil said, rotating his head toward her. She could feel his breath on her cheek. “That’s over a hundred times more than anything else in the sample.”

	Neil continued, apparently feeling defensive about her earlier comment. “You know, it is interesting how a computer virus operates in a manner similar to a biological virus. It’s transmitted from an infected host to a healthy one whenever they are connected, searching for a chink in the natural defenses to gain access. Once inside, it begins to take control of the new host, disabling its functions while simultaneously replicating itself to infect other connected devices. The only cure is to recognize the program as malicious and specifically target eradication of said code before the virus disables the entire system. But this cloud configuration doesn’t have a computer virus. It just stumbled upon a biological one that’s never been seen before.”

	It was a fascinating discussion, one Leia would have loved to engage in, but her mind was completely engrossed with the screen before her, hypnotized by the spinning graphic as it cycled through thousands and millions of known genetic sequences. Neil leveraged the computing cloud elasticity to bring more instances online, increasing the search bandwidth. Minutes dragged on as everyone fidgeted and waited, saying little. It was almost an hour before the genome slot machine hit its jackpot.

	Tyler read from the screen as they all collectively exhaled. “Calliophis bivirgatus. I suppose that’s a fancy name for the stomach flu.”

	Racking her brain, Leia came up empty. It didn’t even sound familiar. “I’ve never heard of that. Seems like Neil has a bug in his supposedly great—”

	“Blue coral snake,” Rachel stated definitively.

	“What?”

	Rachel continued to read from her phone. “Calliophis bivirgatus is a blue coral snake. Found in Southeast Asia. Extremely poisonous. Venom contains calliotoxin, which causes near-instantaneous paralysis by blocking the victim’s sodium channels. Typically preys on other snakes.”

	Perhaps Neil, the computer genius, wasn’t as smart as he appeared to the naked eye. Leia asked, “So, after an hour of processing and a gazillibyte of computing power, Neil’s software concluded that Ed is a snake?” 

	She served a condescending glance directly at him. Surprisingly, he returned the volley right back at her, nodding toward the large monitor. “There’s the virus genome from your lab analysis juxtaposed with the blue coral snake DNA from the database. I color-coded the base pairs so it’s easier to see. It’s clearly a match.”

	Squinting at the screen, Leia scanned the graphics. The colored sequences looked identical, as far as she could tell. How was he able to display the data so quickly? “Are you sure this is accurate?”

	“I pulled the genomes directly from the input files, bypassing the cloud software, to prove there’s no software bug. The only possible source of error would be the genome sequencing.”

	It didn’t make any sense. Even if the sequencing was somehow flawed, it was statistically impossible to randomly generate a base-pair pattern that matched an actual living organism. “Must be some type of contamination?” As she heard herself say the words, she knew she was grasping at straws.

	A grin spread across Neil’s face. “Sure. The lab technician was probably eating a blue coral snake sandwich while doing the analysis. I think I saw those on the cafeteria menu.”

	Frustration drilled its way into Leia’s skull. “Maybe … Ed had some contact with a snake?”

	The grin widened. “Ri-ight. A lot of psychiatrists like to take a break between their appointments and fly to Indonesia to get bitten by a venomous serpent. It’s quite common these days.”

	“Excuse me.” Rachel raised her hand to eye level. “Could one of you sarcastic geniuses explain to the non-PhD people in the room what in the world you found?”

	The glowing genomic sequences continued to captivate Leia’s attention even as she answered. “There’s a virus in Ed’s blood that is derived from a subsection of the DNA of the blue coral snake. Although I have no idea how that can be possible.”

	Tyler pulled out his phone. “I’m gonna call my dad. He’s the reigning king of things that can’t be possible.”

	*****

	As soon as Paul hung up the phone with Tyler, he called everyone else on the task force and asked them to meet him at UTA. “I knew Leia would find something,” he told his wife.

	“You better not gloat, Paul,” Ruth chided him. “You have a tendency to do that sometimes.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Paul replied. Although, of course, he did.

	It took only four hours for the full task force to assemble in the borrowed office space at UTA. Brad made the drive up from Austin where he was desperately trying to determine the Handyman Killer’s next target.

	Paul started off the meeting, conscious of his wife staring at him from across the table. “Doctor Jenner, very impressive job of finding something so quickly. I am no expert in this area, but I thought this would take weeks. You are extremely talented.” He turned to the rest of the group. “And kudos to Neil, Tyler, and Rachel as well. Great work all around.”

	Leia nodded in response, then launched into a full-blown explanation of what they had discovered, with Neil interjecting the computer analysis facts. Paul focused as best he could, but half of what they said still sailed over his head. Leia and Neil were clearly the smartest people in the room.

	“It’s some type of snake virus?” Paul asked, hoping it wasn’t a dumb question.

	“That’s where things get a bit fuzzy,” Leia replied. “All we know is that the virus genome matches part of the blue coral snake DNA.”

	“How could that happen?”

	Leia paused for a moment. “Maybe there was a virus thousands of years ago that somehow infected the coral snake and somehow embedded itself in the snake’s DNA, thereby becoming part of the species genome. And that virus somehow showed up on the scene recently and then somehow infected Ed.”

	Paul rubbed his chin. “That’s a lot of somehows.”

	“I don’t know what else to tell you. It defies reason.”

	Paul looked around the room. Brad and Claire were whispering quietly amongst themselves, both with dead serious looks on their faces. Knowing the two of them, Paul was sure they were on to something big. “Brad, Claire, care to share your thoughts?”

	They fell silent when Paul called them out but continued to stare at each other. Claire shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry,” she said to Brad. “I don’t remember.”

	Brad pulled out his phone and began scrolling fervently. “What does a blue coral snake look like?” he asked without looking up.

	“I have a picture,” Rachel offered. “Give me a sec, and I’ll project it on the wall monitor.”

	It was a beautiful creature, almost mesmerizing. Black, scaly body with neon blue accents and a bright orange head and tail. One would never guess that this was one of the more lethal snakes on the planet.

	His eyes darting up and down, Brad compared Rachel’s picture on the wall monitor to his phone. “It looks like this, don’t it?” he asked, handing the device to Paul. His voice sounded like it weighed fifty tons.

	Paul accepted the phone. On the screen was a picture of a man’s forearm with a blue coral snake tattoo. It looked similar to the photo on the large monitor. But something about the tattoo looked vaguely familiar, stirring emotions inside of Paul even though he couldn’t place where he’d seen it before. “That’s the same snake. Where did you get this picture?”

	“That’s an autopsy photo of one of the Hobblers.”



CHAPTER 13

	 

	“It ain’t gonna work.” Brad gave Neil a sideways glance, never ceasing to be amazed at how miswired young minds could be. “That’s not how she rolls.”

	Neil looked like a kid in a candy store. “It can’t hurt to ask. I bet she’ll do it. She’s too nice to say no.”

	With Paul’s blessing, Brad had borrowed the young computer genius for the week to see if he could use his massive computing thundercloud, or whatever it was, to help crack the Handyman Killer case. After entering an exhaustive amount of data from each victim, the computers couldn’t find much of a pattern either. Well, at least Brad wasn’t missing something obvious, but that put them no closer to solving the latest serial killer mystery.

	They made their way up the walk, stretching their legs after the long drive from Austin. As always, Ruth greeted them warmly at the door, then ushered them to the family room where the others were waiting. “Leia called. She’s running about ten minutes late.”

	“Perfect.” Neil scurried around the coffee table and plopped down in a chair next to Claire. “Can I ask you a favor?”

	Claire glanced from Neil to Brad and then back again. “What do you need?”

	“Can you pick some lottery numbers for me?”

	Brad groaned audibly but was shocked to hear Claire respond in the affirmative. “Claire, are you really gonna—”

	“Sure, why not?” Claire smiled up at Neil. “Four, eight, fifteen, sixteen, twenty-three—”

	“Hang on a sec.” Neil fished around in his pants pocket and dug out a crumpled lottery form. He unfolded it and smoothed it out on his leg. “Brad, can I borrow a pen?”

	Rolling his eyes, Brad handed him the pen clipped onto his police notebook.

	With a gleam in his eye, Neil leaned over the coffee table to write. “Okay. You said four—”

	“Hold on.” Claire held up her hand. “Did you want numbers for Friday’s drawing?”

	Neil froze just as the pen was about to touch the paper. “Uh, yeah.”

	“Oh. I was thinking of next week’s numbers. Let’s start over. One, six, ten …”

	Repeating the numbers, Neil frantically filled in the appropriate bubbles.

	“Um, Ninety-three.”

	“Wait, did you say ninety-three? It only goes up to seventy.”

	Claire stifled a smirk. “It does? Oh, then scratch ninety-three. Try forty-seven instead.”

	“Forty-seven,” Neil mumbled, looking perplexed. “And …”

	“And there you go.” Claire sat back on the couch and crossed her legs.

	From his hunched over position, Neil’s eyes flipped up. “Uh, I need one more number. And a Powerball.”

	“You do? Okay, how about six.”

	His face fell. “You already said six.”

	“I did? Hmm. Brad, what number haven’t I used yet?”

	Brad snickered. “How about fifteen? That’s my birthday.”

	“Oh, that’s perfect. And use twenty-one for the Powerball. That’s my birthday.”

	Neil’s eyes narrowed, darting from Claire to Brad and then back. “How would Brad know one of the winning numbers?”

	Forcing a straight face, Claire replied, “I’m sorry. Did you want the winning numbers? You only asked for numbers.”

	A low, rumbling groan radiated from Neil’s throat as he crumpled up the lottery form and dumped the paper ball in the center of the coffee table. The rest of the room broke up laughing. Except for Claire, who reclined back onto the sofa like the cat that swallowed the canary.

	Paul placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You know, DP doesn’t bestow us these gifts for personal gain. Their purpose is to help others.”

	“Who is this DP you keep referring to?” Leia strode into the room like she owned the place, pulling her laptop and a small, portable projector from her bag as she went.

	“The Dark Prophet,” Paul replied. “He’s the leader of everything we do here. Have you heard of him?”

	Leia worked to configure her laptop and projector, apparently unaware of the tense stares that assaulted her from all directions. “Sure. He’s that crazy billionaire that goes around handing out all sorts of free stuff to people, both legal and illegal. I haven’t seen him in the news for a while.” She froze in the midst of her multimedia setup and slowly rotated her head to peer at Claire. “He’s the guy that gave you your abilities?”

	Claire nodded. “That’s right.”

	“And everyone gets one of these? Neil, what’s your ability?”

	Neil looked over at Paul before responding. “Uh, computer stuff, I guess.”

	Leia’s face scrunched up. “That’s not a special ability. That’s just a skill that a lot of folks have.”

	“Simply because an ability is common doesn’t mean that it can’t be used for DP’s purposes,” Paul said.

	Leia turned to the big man in the wheelchair. “So, Paul, what’s yours?”

	Narrowing his eyes, Paul seemed to be weighing his answer. “My flicker fusion threshold is an order of magnitude higher than average, and for short periods, I can also process and respond to visual stimuli at a proportionally faster rate. Neil describes it as massively overclocking my brain, whatever that means.”

	His response gave Leia pause, not as if she were trying to process the description but rather determining if it could be true. “DP gave you that superpower? To process sight ten times faster than everyone else?”

	“That’s right. Everything is from DP. Including Claire’s insight that saved your life. He works behind the scenes now, but someday, he’ll show up in the news again. When he does, it will be to take charge of the world. Do you want to know more about him?”

	“Maybe later. First, let’s go through the info I found out about the snake virus.”

	“Is that what we’re calling it now?”

	“I can’t think of a better name.”

	Brad squinted at Leia. Her response seemed odd. A few weeks ago, at their dinner party, she couldn’t stop asking questions about Claire’s gift. But tonight, when they explicitly offered up juicy details about the origin, namely the Dark Prophet, Leia turned it down like an unwanted second helping of meat loaf. How could any human not crave to know about a one-of-a-kind supernatural power that made the difference between life and death?

	The projection on the wall switched graphics, drawing Brad back into Leia’s presentation. “… enabling us to predict the targeted cells and thus the possible symptoms. The area most likely affected is the conjunctiva, the membrane covering the whites of the eyes, causing swelling and redness. There is also a high probability the virus affects region four of the Thalamus and regions three and four of the frontal lobe, the part of the brain responsible for logic and reasoning. The oddest—”

	“Wait a sec.” Paul suddenly perked up in his wheelchair. “Did you say the virus causes bloodshot eyes? Because I had a strange situation at, uh, work about a month ago. This guy had really bloodshot eyes.”

	“Did he kill anybody?”

	“Not that I know of.”

	Leia paused for a moment, her eyes narrowing, looking as if her brain was trying to calculate the odds that this was a relevant fact. “Well, there are a multitude of things that can cause bloodshot eyes. But hold that thought.”

	The presentation proceeded to describe the characteristics that Leia had been able to ascertain about the snake virus. It was a shocking amount of information, considering they had only discovered it a week ago. But then again, Claire had said Leia was impressive.

	The good news was that it didn’t appear to be airborne. Transmission of the virus most likely came through bodily fluids: saliva, blood, or sexual contact. That would limit the spread of the disease, at least initially.

	The bad news was that the chances of developing a vaccine were in the range of extremely difficult to impossible. The snake virus was stealthy enough to avoid inducing antibody generation, at least in Ed, who showed none whatsoever in his blood sample. “It’s almost like this virus feels completely natural to us, like something we’re born with that our immune system has no desire to be rid of.”

	That narrowed the feasible options for combating a snake virus epidemic down to antiviral pharmaceuticals. Leia was planning on doing some testing in this area using already-approved drugs, but that would not be a simple nor a short-lived task.

	Paul flipped his palm up. “What did the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have to say?”

	“The CDC requested all my data to review,” Leia replied. “Then they will send someone out if they feel the situation warrants it.”

	Rachel leaned forward in her seat. “What? I’d think they’d have shown a little more interest when you mentioned that this infection kills more than just its host.”

	Leia looked around the room tentatively. “I couldn’t find any physiological causality between the snake virus and Ed’s behavior.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“She didn’t find proof that the snake virus infection caused Ed to want to kill her,” Neil interjected. “In other words, he would have tried to murder Leia even if he wasn’t infected.”

	Leia nodded. “The CDC thinks this is simply a new strain of pinkeye.”

	Rachel did a double take. “Are you kidding me? How do they explain—”

	“Hang on a second,” Paul interrupted. “Leia, is there any precedent for a virus causing psychotic behavior? Any other cases where an infected person turned homicidal?”

	“Nope,” Leia responded, looking relieved that someone else in the room understood her precarious position. “The closest thing would be some theories that viruses contracted during pregnancy may cause brain damage, which may lead to psychological disorders such as schizophrenia. But there’s never been a case of an adult exhibiting this type of radical behavioral alteration due to an infection.”

	“Then we’ll have to prove it to them.” Rachel settled back into the couch, a look of determination on her face.

	“Excellent thought.” Paul turned to Leia. “Are we ready to jump into the bloodshot eyes discussion yet? Because I’ve never seen anything like that. It was like red lightning bolts shooting out of this guy’s pupils, pulsing with his heartbeat.”

	A shadow seemed to pass over Leia’s face, the demons of her recent past hovering over her. “Yeah, okay. I do recall Ed’s eyes being oddly red the night he, uh, the night of our date. But that’s not all. I also remember running into a patient in the emergency room, one that had gone berserk and tried to kill her whole family. Her eyes were that same eerie kind of bloodshot. I’m going to see if I can track her down and get a blood sample.”

	“Very good. Those two, plus my guy, will possibly give us three infected subjects.”

	“If any of these leads turn out to be infected, then the most critical step is backward contact tracing,” Leia continued. “We have to determine the path the virus followed and track it back to the source.”

	 The rest of the evening was spent with Leia teaching Contact Tracing 101 to the group, including how to acquire saliva samples for virus testing. As the night wore on, exhaustion eventually overtook their sense of urgency. Brad nodded off and received a gentle elbow from Claire, at which point the group decided to call it a night. As they made their way to the front door, he overheard Claire pull Leia aside and reiterate the necessity of quickly finding a cure.

	“I’ll go as fast as I can,” Leia reassured her.

	“Please do,” Claire added. “I can hear the clock ticking.”

	“What clock is that?”

	“You, Leia. The clock is inside of you.”

	 


CHAPTER 14

	 

	Leia checked over both shoulders as she badged into the psych ward of Baylor Scott and White Medical Center in Temple, Texas. Her assignment felt illicit, ill-advised, even illegal despite the fact that the task she was about to perform was standard operating procedure in a situation like this. The winding, white corridors were like a mythical labyrinth designed to confound anyone who dared enter as well as to imprison a monster.

	Upon locating the correct room, a shiver spasmed through her, from her neck down to her feet, then reflected and triggered an aftershudder. She glanced in both directions, reverifying that the hallway was vacant, then suddenly wished the opposite was true. The patient is heavily sedated. Just get what you came for and go. Quickly. 

	The magnetic mechanism clicked loudly as the sensor read her badge. After adjusting her face mask with a double-gloved hand, she pushed her way into the room, unable to escape the nagging feeling that she had just freed whatever the door lock was intended to imprison. 

	The patient’s untouched dinner occupied the lone table. Leia set the tray on the ground by the door, then pulled equipment from her bag and arranged it on the table. Once everything was prepped, she turned to the bed, her gaze falling on the thick, leather restraints around the woman’s scarred wrists. After double-checking the name on the hospital band, Ashley Moore, she found her way up the forearm, located a vein, and began the blood draw.

	As the vacutainer tube sucked the deep-red liquid from beneath the skin, Leia’s eyes wandered toward the patient’s head, a view she had intentionally avoided until now. Ashley’s face was expressionless, but she wasn’t asleep. Her eyes were wide open, staring unblinkingly at the ceiling, pupils dilated and unfocused. 

	The room suddenly felt ten degrees colder. Leia was unable to look away, staring at the same face she had first seen a month ago when Ashley had been brought into the ER after attempting to murder her family and then kill herself. Eventually, habit forced Leia to glance down at the tube. It had completed drinking from the vein. Years of muscle memory allowed her to complete the procedure in a matter of seconds—withdrawing the sample, extracting the needle, applying the Band-Aid. She only slowed as she capped the hypodermic. This would not be an opportune time to accidentally stick her finger.

	All supplies were dumped into her medical bag, along with the blood sample and the packaging. The labeling and cleanup could be completed later, far away from this room, far away from Ashley Moore. Leia turned to go but froze before her first step.

	“Leia.”

	She spun back around, almost expecting her patient to be sitting up in bed, her head making a full rotation upon her neck. But Ashley hadn’t moved. Her chin still pointed skyward, her catatonic eyes vacant. Had Leia imagined it? It barely sounded like a voice at all, more like the wind howling through a thick forest at night. Maybe it was the air-conditioning whistling from the vent. She made one step toward the door.

	“Leia.”

	That wasn’t the AC. Leia squared her shoulders with the bed, closely watching Ashley’s face and slowly backing away. Her sharklike gaze remained locked on the ceiling. But now, her jaw was moving.

	“In the ER that day, I called out to you. Why didn’t you help me?”

	Leia opened her mouth, but there were no words to speak.

	“You are going to die. My lover will make sure of that.”

	Leia stumbled backward toward the door, stepping full force into the plate of food on the ground. Without taking her eyes off Ashley, she fumbled for her badge, groped for the door handle, and fled the room, leaving a trail of macaroni and cheese footprints down the hall. 

	*****

	The doorbell reminded Brad of a cathedral he had visited in Italy years ago, the deep, echoing melody traversing the countryside, announcing a baptism or a funeral, new life or fresh death, both witnessed from behind the same towering oak door.

	The N95 mask was already chafing Brad’s nose as he waited for the approaching footsteps to bid him entrance into the mansion beyond. This was actually Paul’s hunch—Brad was only supposed to ride shotgun—but a critical NEA emergency popped up at the last minute, forcing Brad to handle this one on his own.

	Snake virus testing was off to a good start. Leia was getting a blood sample from Ashley Moore, the woman with the bloodshot eyes who had attempted to murder her family. Claire had called right before Brad left, telling him that not only did they get saliva samples from the other members of Ashley’s family, but she was able to get Ashley’s husband to reveal the name of the man she was having an affair with—Jack Hostman. Time to find out what was behind door number three.

	The large, wooden door swung open. A dark-skinned man greeted him with an inviting smile and an outstretched hand. Brad hesitated, imagining thousands of tiny coral snake viruses crawling across his palm. After a moment, a combination of reflex and self-reassurance that transmission was only through bodily fluids propelled Brad to slowly extend his own nitrile-gloved hand. As they shook, Brad noticed a jagged scar that wrapped around the man’s forearm. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Abdallah.”

	“Please, call me Mo. Mr. Abdallah sounds like my father.” Mo’s eyes were clear, as white as snow, without a hint of red, almost emitting a peacefulness that felt familiar.

	It was a magnificent home, from the thick, Persian rug covering the marble entryway to the crystal chandelier hanging from the twenty-foot ceiling. The artwork alone most likely cost more than a detective’s annual salary. Although, it did appear safe. Multiple cameras followed their every movement. The kind of technology found at a high-end jeweler or ultrawealthy bank. Perhaps Mo had something more than paintings to protect. “Nice place ya got here.”

	“Thank you. We’ve been quite fortunate in our business endeavors. Really more luck than anything else.”

	Brad nodded at one of the motion sensors. “Pretty fancy security system for a house.”

	Mo chuckled. “That’s my wife’s doing. Fatima. She runs the home security division of our company and likes to play with the latest gadgetry in our house. Personally, I find it a bit creepy. But I don’t tell Fatima that.”

	After a walk that felt like a museum tour, Mo led him out the back door, toward the Olympic-sized pool and cabana. “I thought you might be more comfortable outside,” Mo commented, “considering your apparent fear that I’m contagious with something.”

	Time for Brad to get down to business. “I understand that you may have had a viral infection not that long ago. With something that caused your eyes to turn red?”

	As they continued walking, Mo turned introspective for a moment. “That was a virus, huh? I guess that would make sense. Although the bloodshot-eye symptom is rather bizarre, I suppose.”

	“Why is that?”

	“Well, during my, uh, episode, I suppose you would call it, my wife and kids, sometimes my coworkers, would comment that my eyes looked red. But I never noticed anything—they always seemed fine to me.”

	The next question Brad had rehearsed many times in his head on the drive over to get the wording right. “Did you notice any change in your emotional state while you were infected, such as uncharacteristic anger or violent tendencies?”

	Mo stopped abruptly and turned to face Brad. “Is that caused by the virus? How did you know? Have others had similar dreams?”

	That was new. Leia never mentioned anything about the virus affecting the mind during sleep. “What kind of dreams did you have?”

	Mo turned away and stared blankly off into space, then slowly resumed walking around the pool house. It was almost a minute before he spoke again. “They were terrible dreams. Truly horrific.”

	“Can you give me an example?”

	Mo shook his head. “Let me simply say that they were very vivid and shockingly violent.”

	“And you think those were related to your infection?”

	“I didn’t know it was an infection until you suggested it. But the dreams began around the same time people started commenting on my bloodshot eyes. And they were eliminated by the same cure that cleared up my eyes.”

	A surge of excitement flowed through Brad. While Leia was slaving away searching for the elusive cure for this strange new disease, this odd millionaire may have already stumbled upon it. Assuming he had the same infection, which wasn’t completely clear at this point. “Let’s talk about that. How were you cured?”

	Mo threw a sideways glance in his direction. “You’re a cop, aren’t you?”

	“How can you tell?”

	“The way you jot notes in that little notebook seems quite policeman-like.”

	Brad smiled. It was a fair enough concern. “Well, you can trust me. There are certain laws that I don’t enforce.” He looked Mo right in the eye. “Laws that I tend to break myself on a regular basis.”

	Mo’s shoulders relaxed, as did the tension in his face “If you’re a friend of Paul’s, then I’m going to assume I can trust you.” He turned and gazed toward the horizon. “It all started sometime in April. I’m not exactly sure of the date. The bloodshot eyes, the dreams. The insanity.”

	Mo went on to describe the surprisingly rapid deterioration of his mental state, to the point where he didn’t trust himself anymore. Insanity was the best word for it. He became certain that one unexpected day, he would stumble headlong into a fit of psychosis and murder his loved ones. He paused before admitting his reluctant solution—to end the nightmare his life had become with suicide.

	It was on one of his frequent business trips down to Austin that he decided to do the deed, away from his wife and family. A particularly realistic and evil dream in his hotel room had jarred him awake and convinced him the time was now. He had driven to an abandoned warehouse on the south side and parked between some dumpsters. It was unlikely that anyone would hear the fatal, self-inflicted gunshot to his head, but if they did, he would have passed away completely by the time they located him and rushed him to the hospital.

	The moment after he arrived—it was 4:22 a.m. on his car’s clock—and before he could turn off the engine or chamber a hollow-point round into his 9mm pistol, he heard a faint tapping on his driver’s side glass. It was so unexpected that he rolled down the window without considering the threat of such a situation. Although, he was hoping to die that evening anyway, so it really didn’t matter.

	The man at his window smiled pleasantly—Mo would never forget that smile—and commented on his bloodshot eyes, adding the common expression that eyes are the windows to one’s soul. Then he handed Mo a wallet and said, “I think this is yours.”

	It couldn’t be his wallet, of course, but then the man pointed out the driver’s license, which was clearly Mo’s identification. After unbuckling his seat belt, Mo dug in his back pocket and pulled out his actual wallet. He turned to point out the oddity, but the man was gone. Disappeared.

	So, Mo sat alone in his Mercedes, staring at two identical wallets, an old, tattered one from his pocket and a brand-new one handed to him by this stranger. Both were identical, from the manufacturer and style to the ID and credit cards. How could this be possible? 

	Since it would be senseless to have two wallets, he had to choose one, a decision which he contemplated for a moment. He’d completely forgotten that if he carried out his original plan for the evening, he wouldn’t need any wallets at all.

	He selected the new wallet, since it was superior in every way to the old one except for the fact that it hadn’t conformed to his buttocks yet. That was when he noticed another difference. The old wallet was devoid of cash since he preferred putting everything on credit card, but the new wallet had a fresh one-hundred-dollar bill, along with some ones and a dime snuggled down in the bottom. Across the top of the C-note, someone had written a phone number.

	By now, the events were so utterly surreal that Mo had forgotten about his death wish, his mind consumed with exploring down to the end of this rabbit hole. Even though it was 4:24 a.m., he still dialed the digits listed on the bill. It was answered on the second ring by someone named Kyle, who seemed to be expecting the call.

	With nothing else to say, Mo simply described everything that had occurred in the past hour or so, including his impending suicide attempt. To perpetuate the surreality of the situation, Kyle only had one question in response. “How much cash do you have?”

	“There was nine ones, wasn’t there?” Brad interjected, enthralled by the story, but with a sixth sense about what was happening.

	Mo’s jaw about hit the ground. He stared dumbfounded back at Brad. “How did you know that?”

	“That’s the way things work with this drug.”

	A reminiscent, peaceful smile made its way across Mo’s face as he nodded. “That brand-new wallet contained $109.10. Next, Kyle offered to sell me a batch of one-oh pills, assuring me that would fix whatever was wrong with me, that I would feel as new as the wallet in my hand. I tossed my old wallet into the dumpster and drove straight to Dallas, without returning to my hotel room for my clothes. The next evening, Paul stopped by my house with a bag of pills. I’m guessing you know the rest.”

	Though it wasn’t the first astonishing 10910 narrative Brad had been exposed to, including his own, it thrilled his heart, nonetheless. Witnessing desperate individuals find their deliverance in this miracle drug always gave him goose bumps. Especially in this case, considering he had a pretty good guess as to the identity of the stranger who handed Mo the brand-new wallet—most likely the Dark Prophet. Even more intriguing, however, was the possibility that one-oh could be effective as an antiviral medication for the new snake virus.

	“Pretty amazing story, isn’t it?” Mo cocked his head toward Brad. “Are you okay, Officer?”

	Brad wiped the corner of his eye with the back of his hand. “Sorry. Stuff like that always gets to me. And please call me Brad. Officer sounds like someone who would arrest a one-oh user rather than be one.”

	“Very well, Brad. I no longer have bloodshot eyes, as you’ve already noticed, and my nightmares have vanished as well. Which you’re now telling me was caused by a virus.”

	They had returned to the pool house after having made a complete loop through the spectacular landscaping and flower gardens at the back of the estate. It was quite a serene setting. The kind of backyard Brad would buy should he come into an unexpected billion-dollar inheritance. “I’m gonna need a mouth swab to test for any virus left in your system. And I’ve got one more question. Do you have any idea who you could have gotten sick from?”

	Mo shook his head. “I didn’t know it was an infection until today. And I can’t recall anyone else I ran into with bloodshot eyes or murderous dreams.”

	“Did anything out of the ordinary happen right around the time your symptoms started?”

	Mo froze so quickly that Brad ended up several steps ahead and had to turn around to continue the conversation. Tension filled Mo’s face, his neck muscles visibly contracting as if he were devising an escape route from some monster he spotted in the woods. He took a deep breath before speaking.

	“A few years ago, my wife and I were having some issues, probably because I was on the road so much. One day, I was driving back from Austin, and I saw this advertisement for a counseling center in Temple. I decided to try it out. I’m not usually a big fan of professional shrinks, but the psychiatrist I found was excellent, and his advice changed my life. Fatima and I discovered a renewed love for each other—he really saved our marriage. I continued meeting with him on a regular basis.

	“Then, back in April, I was early for an appointment, so I sat in the waiting room. Suddenly this psycho bursts out of my doctor’s office, covered in blood, and comes at me with a knife. I grab a lamp from the table and smash him in the face. But he keeps coming, and I get slashed pretty good before a bunch of other folks rush over to see what the commotion is, and he takes off running. Turns out, the guy was in the session before mine and had slit my doctor’s throat.”

	A shiver ran down Brad’s spine, his cop-sense tingling wildly. Another strange story involving a knife-wielding maniac and a psychiatrist. There had to be some connection. “Did they catch the guy?”

	Mo nodded. “About a week later, he got arrested in El Paso. He had picked up a prostitute whom he was going to murder until she turned out to be an undercover cop. I think he’s locked up in an insane asylum awaiting trial.”

	The next question was obvious. If only he didn’t have to ask. Every fiber of his being screamed out that the answer would terrorize his world for the foreseeable future. But there was no other direction to go. “What’s his name?”

	“Jack Hostman.”

	 


CHAPTER 15

	 

	Leia was ecstatic. A single day of backward contact tracing had produced a solid lead on what could be the primary case of the snake virus. If it panned out, this could point her to the original source of the virus as well as provide a list of other high-risk individuals who needed to be quarantined and monitored. A triumphant demonstration of her infectious disease specialist prowess.

	Thanks to their quick detective work, the task force members swung accusatory fingers toward the same individual—the person who had slit the throat of his psychiatrist, Dr. Honeycomb, and had attacked Mo Abdallah in the waiting room, mingling their blood in the vicious knife fight that ensued. The same person who had then most likely visited his mistress, Ashley Moore, to escape from the police, probably infecting her during a quick tryst before fleeing the city. The same person who was arrested, deemed clinically insane, assigned to psychiatrist Ed Furgis, and probably sneezed on Ed during one of their sessions, infecting him as well.

	The same person whom Brad and Leia were driving to meet at this very moment. 

	Jack Hostman.

	There were two separate but related motives for the visit. Leia, to collect a blood sample and confirm a snake virus infection. Brad, to question him about other contacts and potentially get a lead on the Handyman Killer, the final person they suspected to have the virus. Although, the serial killer connection seemed weak, since that came from Claire. That woman’s prophetic powers were a wildcard at this point. Time would tell if Leia should take them more seriously.

	Brad didn’t appear to share Leia’s enthusiasm. Silence had been his preferred form of communication during the two-plus-hour trip from Dallas to Temple, and his expression was one of strained terror. It was as if he expected Jack to turn out to be the Handyman Killer himself, complete with a creative booby trap built using common household implements that would murder them both the moment they entered his room.

	“So, uh, what do you think about Mo’s story?” It was the first full sentence Brad had spoken in the past hour.

	Leia shot him a sideways glance. “About how he cleared up his infection by taking some illegal narcotic? Sounds like a druggie that is fabricating a justification for his addiction.”

	The look Brad gave her was icier than she expected. Only when the car veered onto the shoulder did he return his gaze to the road ahead. “How would you explain him gettin’ cured?”

	“I don’t think he was ever sick. His saliva test didn’t show any signs of the snake virus.”

	“But he had the two symptoms we’ve identified. Bloodshot eyes and a psychotic urge to kill his family. Both of which cleared up when he started taking the drug.”

	Leia had to think for a minute on that one. Mo couldn’t have lied about his symptoms since he didn’t know about the snake virus. But how could an illegal narcotic clear up an infection? That was unprecedented. “Perhaps his body fought off the infection on its own.”

	“Then how come that didn’t happen for Ed? Or Ashley? Both of them had tons of snake virus in their blood. And you said they didn’t have any antibodies.”

	The conversation was beginning to frustrate her. Why did this uneducated beat cop think he knew more about infectious diseases than Dr. Leia Jenner? “I’m sure there’s another explanation. I’ll figure it out when I can get back to the lab.”

	“Why are you so sure it’s not the one-oh pill?”

	“Why are you so sure it is?”

	The strained terror returned to Brad’s expression, but slightly different this time. It reminded Leia of Kenna’s mom when Dr. Deathspoon was unable to diagnose the infected abscess in her daughter’s leg. The haunted fear of someone who sees death crouching at the door, but their desperate warnings go unheeded.

	A long silence passed before Brad spoke again. “I take one-oh.”

	“What?”

	“I’m gonna have to trust you on this. I take a pill every day. I’ve seen what it can do. Amazing things. Miraculous things. Things that defy logic and reason and scientific explanation. If this snake virus is anywhere near as bad as I’m thinkin’ it is, then I doubt it could be cured by anything less.”

	Leia was floored. Brad was an addict? Not in a million years would she have guessed that. Then the irony struck her. “Does Paul know?”

	Brad nodded as he made the final turn into the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. “Paul takes ’em too. We all do.”

	“Are you serious? Everyone? Even Tyler and Rachel?”

	“Yep. Rachel was one of the first ones drawn to it. Not counting Claire.”

	The car wove its way slowly through the parking lot, as if Brad was intentionally stalling so Leia couldn’t run off and dial the police as soon as he shifted into park. Which was what her instincts were screaming at her to do. How could she know who to trust anymore? Ed had seemed wonderful, right before he tried to kill her. Now, this seemingly straightlaced policeman just admitted he was hooked on an illegal drug. And her suspicions about Paul’s little group being a cult were turning out to be true as well. “Why are you telling me this?”

	“Because I don’t think you see the bigger picture here, and I’m afraid it might be way more gigantic than you think.”

	Wow, this Brad guy sure was full of himself. “Well, you definitely understand the snake virus better than I do. Especially after you did that genomic sequencing on Ed’s virome to isolate, identify, and then test for the virus. Oh, wait a minute. I was the one that did all that.”

	Their vehicle finally settled on a parking space after circling the lot twice. Brad turned in his seat to face her. “I know you figured all that stuff out when none of the rest of us even understood what was going on. That’s why you were chosen. But ya gotta think back to how all this started. Remember your date with Ed? How Claire sent me to save you in the nick of time? How we assumed it was a virus because you, an infection specialist, were the chosen one? How all that came together?”

	Leia’s head sunk down into her shoulders. “Are you implying that—”

	“Was all caused by one-oh? Yep. That’s how it works.”

	“When you said Claire got her abilities from DP, it’s because he’s that weird guy that handed out 10910 to everyone?”

	Brad nodded. “I didn’t mean to spring this on you all of a sudden. We didn’t want to tell you at first because of how you might react. But now, we’re gonna visit Jack. I’m not the one with the gift of prophecy or nothin’, but my gut is telling me this guy is bad news. Real bad news. Like he’s the heart of darkness and we’re flowing up the aorta right into it.”

	“Actually, the blood is pumped out of the aorta. I think you mean the inferior vena cava.”

	A moment of silence, then Brad chuckled. “Yeah, that cava thing. Listen, I know I’m not anywhere near as smart as you. But I have been around the block a few times, and if there’s one thing I’m certain of more than anything on this planet, it’s the power of one-oh.”

	As if things couldn’t get any stranger, Brad pulled a bottle from his pocket and dumped a pill into his hand. “Do you want one?”

	“Are you serious? I’ve heard those things are addictive for life. Once you take it, you can’t untake it.”

	“And there’s no greater addiction to have. I’m hoping you feel the draw at some point. That’s the only way it works.”

	The draw. Leia had heard of that as well—some inexplicable urge that forced people to take one-oh. Less intelligent people, ones without reasoning and scientific knowledge like she possessed. It would take something pretty radical for her to become infected with the draw. “Are you going to take one right now?”

	“Sure. In situations like this, I pop ’em like candy. With all your medical knowledge, you should at least know that there’s nothing harmful in this substance at all.”

	He was right on that. Leia recalled the huge political debates over 10910 last year, before and right after the election. She had never taken it, but she didn’t understand what the big deal was since the substances that made up that drug didn’t cause issues like other narcotics. In fact, 10910 had little effect on the human body, either positive or negative. She watched Brad dry-swallow the pill, then she grabbed her bag and stepped out of the car.

	It was a sunny afternoon, but the wrong kind of sunny. More of a dull, yellowish glow, making the entire world slightly off-hue. A cinematic trick a director would employ in a film to let the viewer know this scene was set in an alternate universe, not the proper one. A universe where the laws of physics were slightly modified to move the plot toward its climatic ending. Off in the distance, storm clouds billowed large, crackling with internal lightning, like giant brains having an epiphany of evil thoughts.

	Passing in front of the car, she noticed Brad hadn’t gotten out yet. He was still in the vehicle, checking his pistol. A chill ran down her spine as she watched him pull the slide back, the same action Ed had done only minutes before he’d tried to kill her with her own gun.

	As they walked across the blacktop, Leia forced the haunting memories from her thoughts. “I’ll start a blood draw, and you can ask him about possible infection sources. Do you remember the contact tracing questions we discussed?”

	Brad studied the dark horizon, wincing slightly at the low rumbles of thunder. “We ain’t gonna get any info from this guy. Not about the Handyman. Not about nothin’.”

	“Then why did you come along?”

	He met her gaze. “To protect you. I’m telling ya, we’re walking into the cava of darkness here.”

	It seemed like he was joking, but her grin went unreturned as they entered the building.

	The Delphi Mental Health Clinic in Temple, Texas, appeared to have been constructed on a shoestring budget, with decor and architecture being the items most skimped on. Landscaping was nonexistent; the brownish-green grass flowed directly into the exterior wall, which was constructed using brick the shade of psoriasis. The double glass doors were askew in their frame, forcing Brad to scrape the bottom along an arc scarred into the concrete.

	The map near the entrance looked like a top-down view of a stealth bomber, with offices and common areas in the center and two long wings extending out at ninety-degree angles from each other. They entered at the center of the building where the cockpit would be. Inside, the only color came from the eerie yellow glow of the impending storm, and even that seemed to be sponged up by the dull gray walls. The air surrounding the reception desk hung in a foul cloud—an odor of dandruff mixed with stale watermelon, along with a hint of rotten eggs. A steady clank of metal banging on metal echoed from a distant room, like the tolling of a cracked bell, interrupted intermittently by the increasingly loud groans of thunder.

	The receptionist was a scrawny, flat-chested woman with thinning hair. If she dropped a couple of pounds, she could easily be mistaken for one of those life-size skeleton decorations used at Halloween. She sat silent and expressionless as Brad flashed his badge and politely mentioned his appointment. Her gaunt hands typed and mouse-clicked steadily. Finally, in a voice ten times too powerful for her body, she shrieked, “Deshaun!”

	A towering man with meaty hands stepped out of a doorway behind the reception desk. Deshaun resembled a recently retired professional basketball player that hadn’t adjusted his food intake to match his suddenly reduced physical activity. “I’m right here, Francis. Geez, you don’t have to scream.”

	Without turning from her computer, Francis wiggled a bony finger at the screen. Deshaun leaned over her shoulder. His eyes squinted past her dirty fingernail, then suddenly widened into golf balls. He shot a gaze right into Leia. “Y’all are here to see Jack Hostman?”

	“Gaa!” Francis screamed, her brittle hands clamping over her shriveled ears. Her reaction elicited a smirk from Deshaun, who lumbered around the counter to escort them. 

	“She doesn’t like to hear his name out loud,” he explained as they badged into the next room. Doubling the volume of his voice, he added, “It’s like saying Voldemort to her.” 

	Francis again covered her ears and withered behind the counter.

	They entered a large cafeteria that doubled as an activity center. Tattered board games littered the unevenly spaced tables. Two security doors flanked the area, marked 1P and 2P, ostensibly leading down each wing of the bomber. In the corner, a balding man with taped glasses was engaged in an apparently serious game of Connect Four with a fellow patient. Leia set her bag down on one of the few clean tables and began handing out personal protective equipment.

	“Is Jack sick?” Deshaun asked as he watched Leia and Brad don N95 masks, face shields, and nitrile gloves.

	Leia offered him a mask. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

	Deshaun declined. “I’ve been handling him for a month now, and I ain’t caught anything yet. But if he is sick, that’s the least of his problems.”

	“Why do you say that?” Brad asked as he flexed his fingers into a glove.

	“Are y’all friends of his? Or family?”

	“Nope. Never met the guy.”

	Glancing over his shoulders, Deshaun surveyed the room for eavesdroppers. His voice dropped both in pitch and volume. “Jacked-Up is one creepy dude. Most of the guys refuse to work with him. Didja know that his last three shrinks are all dead?”

	Leia’s insides crumpled like a discarded sheet of notebook paper. She remained focused on gloving up, waiting for Brad to brag. Actually, I shot the last one myself, saving Dr. Leia here, who was about to run into his murderous arms.

	But Brad held a poker face. “I’ve heard. How come you’re not scared of him?”

	“ ’Cause I got something much more powerful than ol’ Jacked-Up.” Deshaun peered right at Brad, who matched his expression. The foreshadow of a smile appeared on both faces. For a split second, they seemed like brothers separated at birth that had met for the first time.

	The buzz from the magnetic security lock filled the room as Deshaun opened the door marked 1P. The long corridor was dimly lit, with over half of the fluorescent bulbs either dead or flashing a warning of their imminent demise. The rotten egg stench was more noticeable here, seeming to come from this section of the facility.

	The first series of rooms held less critical mental patients, each reading a book or watching television behind the reinforced glass window. The neurotic conditions increased exponentially as they walked, indicated by the progressively strange behavior of the subsequent inhabitants. One patient came rushing at them as they passed, slamming his body into the door and flattening his cornea against the glass. Brad and Leia both jumped, but Deshaun only snickered.

	 Their destination was number fifty-eight, the very last room. As they reached the cinder block wall at the end of the hallway and turned to the final door, Leia felt a chill radiate down her spine. 

	She elevated to her tiptoes and peeked through the small window in the door. “He’s in a padded cell? I didn’t think those were used much anymore. Why don’t you have him on haloperidol or something?”

	Deshaun swiped his badge and tapped on the numeric keypad. “Haloperidol don’t work on Jacked-Up. None of the other drugs do either. Doctors don’t know why. So, we have to keep him down here.” He popped open the door and entered the room first. “Hey, Jack. How are you feeling?”

	Jack Hostman lay flat on his back on a foam bed, his shoulders and torso strapped down with a five-point harness like a fighter pilot would wear. Additional restraints bound his thighs and biceps, wrists and ankles. His hands and feet were covered with black padded bags that looked like boxing gloves. 

	Deshaun meticulously checked each clasp, adjusting many of them. “Somehow, Jack convinces some of the other aides to not strap him in correctly. Don’t ya, Jack?”

	No response. Not even movement.

	Deshaun tilted his head to glance at Leia, who had barely edged herself into the room. “He doesn’t like me very much.” Returning to look at Jack, he asked, “Are these okay? Anything uncomfortable?”

	Again, no answer.

	After straightening up, Deshaun made his way to the door. “I strapped his arms palm up so you can get a blood sample. Anything else you need?”

	Leia shook her head.

	“I’m going to be right outside. Knock when you’re ready to go.”

	The door slammed and clicked behind her, isolating them in the room. Brad seemed to be on high alert, scanning for anything out of place, watching Jack like a hawk. What was he looking for? The room was completely vacant except for the foam bed, the restraints, and Jack. Might as well get to work.

	The padded floor felt odd to walk on, like trying to stroll across a trampoline. There was no other furniture in the room, and Leia didn’t want to wait for Deshaun to travel all the way back down the hall to fetch a table. Instead, she knelt down, placed her bag on the floor, spread out a sterile pad, and began to unpack her supplies.

	“Doctor, please help me.”

	Was that Jack? It had to be. But he still appeared comatose, staring at the ceiling. She hadn’t seen his lips move. “I’m going to help you, Jack. But to do that, I’m going to need a blood sample.”

	“What’s wrong with me?” It was clearly Jack who was speaking now, but his head remained flat on the bed. His voice was that of a small child. Abandoned and alone.

	Leia prepped his forearm with alcohol. “I don’t know yet. But I’m going to run some tests on your blood, and I promise you I’ll figure it out.”

	“And then you’ll cure me?”

	“Then I’ll determine the best course of treatment.”

	Jack’s eyelids clamped shut, like he was going to cry. “I want to get out of here. They’re mean to me here. They hurt me. I want to go home to my mom. Why can’t I see my mom?”

	He sounded like a lost puppy. Sympathy welled up in her heart, making her all the more determined to help him. Although treating this infectious disease might not resolve his mental issues. But she would try.

	She located a vein and readied the needle. “You’re going to feel a small prick, okay?”

	Jack flinched as the hypodermic punctured his skin. “I miss my mom. She never calls anymore. She used to call me all the time. Does your mom still call you all the time?”

	The last question caused Leia to pause in her work as it bounced around her brain, seeming to have traveled those neurons before.

	Jack raised his head. His eyelids flipped open like two mousetraps that had been sprung. “Or is your mom still dead?”

	Leia froze, her mind suddenly a blur, like she had woken from a horrible nightmare but couldn’t recall the dream’s content. Unable to move.

	“Your dad’s still dead too, isn’t he? They bit the dust together, side by side, in those filthy Chinese hospital beds. Gone to the dark side. Abandoning their sweet little Princess Leia, leaving her all alone. If only Doctor Jenner, infectious disease specialist, could have saved them.”

	Leia gritted her teeth, striving with all her might to put a lid on the stew of emotions boiling up inside her. Where did Jack get all this personal information about her? He shouldn’t have even known she was coming, let alone have the means to search these details. Were these the same mind games he had played with Ed, right up until Brad shot him? She tried to form a scientific theory of how any of this was possible, but it was so difficult to think while entrapped in his gaze.

	“Of course, it’s a good thing they’re dead because they’d be disappointed in how you—”

	“You can shut your face now.” Brad placed a steel hand on her shoulder, steadying her, even as she was unaware that her upper body was swaying while hypnotized by Jack’s stare.

	“Ah, the great detective, Brad Labradine. National hero for solving the mystery of the infamous Hobbler serial killers. Although, what a tragic waste to eliminate those two Stanley Fricules, the most brilliant masterminds of our time. Except they’re not as creative as your current challenge. The one you so desperately need help with. The one you’re dying to ask me about.”

	“You know who the Handyman Killer is?”

	A smirk fissured its way across Jack’s cheeks. “Of course, I know. It’s embarrassing you haven’t solved it yet. You were so close, but now so far away. Too bad you told me to shut my face, so I can’t tell you.”

	Somewhere in the back of Leia’s mind, she heard echoes of her name, but it wasn’t registering with her consciousness. She was paralyzed with fear of Jack Hostman, unable to postulate any possible way he could know all that he did. Terrified of what he would say next. Sensing that she was succumbing to his spell.

	But she did feel the strong hand on her face, gripping her cheek, turning her neck. Breaking her laser-locked gaze away from Jack’s eyes. 

	Brad continued to rotate her head until she peered up into his eyes. “You have to ignore him, Leia. Don’t look at him. Don’t listen to him. Just finish getting his blood, and we’ll leave.”

	A sinister laugh erupted from Jack’s head, so sudden and unexpected that Leia dropped the vacutainer tube, which rolled to the nearest seam in the padded floor. “You don’t want to go yet, do you, Brad?” Jack continued. “Don’t you want to beg me for the name of the Handyman Killer?”

	Brad bent over, picked up the tube, and forced it into her trembling hand. “I don’t want nothin’ else from you. Why don’t you shut up until we leave?”

	Working to follow Brad’s instructions and block out the conversation, Leia continued the procedure, inserting the tube and watching the deep red liquid spill in. For the first time since she’d started medical school, the sight of blood—Jack’s blood—made her nauseous.

	Another laugh, more mocking than the first one. It seemed to echo off the walls despite the fact that they were padded. “You think you can escape me simply by leaving this room?” Jack sneered. “This is a giant game of cat and mouse. You’re the mouse, and I’m the cat. No, more than a cat. I’m a roaring lion. Prowling around, seeking someone to devour.”

	Brad snorted. “You’ve got no power outside this room.”

	“Really? You don’t think so? Who do you think convinced Ed Furgis to murder Doctor Jenner here?”

	She couldn’t help it. Leia glanced back at his mesmerizing eyes. Eyes that were mocking her. Eyes that seem to control her. Brad was dumbfounded as well, not using his hand to block her view or turn her head away.

	Jack seemed thrilled that he had captured their attention. “And that was only my checkmate move. You’ve been my pawn since I had Ed contact Doctor Bosco to fix you two up in the first place. All it took was a bunch of daisies and some stupid maze story and you were head over heels for him. You’re such a sucker.”

	“Yeah, you’re not as powerful as you think.” Brad’s voice was surprisingly calm and in control, reeling Leia back in from the mental abyss she was tumbling headfirst into.

	“I am more powerful than you could possibly imagine.”

	“Yeah? Well, if you’re such a master manipulator, then how come Leia here is still alive?”

	Jack’s face suddenly filled with rage, like lava erupting from the top of his head and overflowing through his hair. A string of profanity belched from his mouth. “How are you still alive?” he screeched.

	The fog encompassing her mind dissipated a bit, giving way to logical thought. Brad was right. Jack was the heart of darkness, and they had traipsed right into his lair. But there was a light that could outshine this evil. “I’m alive because you’re not as powerful as Cl—”

	Brad’s hand clamped over her mouth. “None of your business, Jack. I guess you don’t know everything.”

	Jack’s head began to tremble. His breathing intensified. “Not as powerful as who? Not as powerful as who? Tell me who!”

	“Looks like we’re done there.” Brad nodded down at the full tube of blood. Jack’s blood. Blood from the heart of darkness.

	Leia extracted the sample, pulled the needle, and tossed everything into her bag. Then she rose to her feet and stumbled toward the door, the circulation slowly returning to her legs.

	“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you both!” Jack’s entire body was convulsing now, testing the strength of the restraints. “I will devour you alive and spit out your bones!”

	At the door, Leia reached up to knock, but Brad wasn’t with her. She turned to see him remove his face shield and mask, then bend over toward Jack’s writhing face.

	“You can’t touch me,” Brad said, bravado ringing in his voice. “I have friends who are way more powerful than you. In fact, I’ve learned that the stuff inside of me is greater than the stuff inside of you. But you already know that, don’t you?”

	Jack froze midseizure, staring up at Brad with those cursed eyeballs, his chest heaving up and down under the torso restraints. “You’re fooling yourselves. Soon, Leia will prove your drug doesn’t work.” His diabolical gaze turned to her. “Then you’ll be back.”

	Leia shrank into the padded door behind her. Her blood turned cold. She was desperate to escape the hell this room had become. “Why in the world would I ever come back here?”

	“Because I know the cure for the snake virus.”

	 



CHAPTER 16

	 

	The phrase had haunted Brad the entire night. In his dreams, or rather nightmares. When he lay there frustrated, his mind racing down a thousand dead ends. Reciting over and over Jack’s words to him. You were so close, but now so far away.

	It wasn’t until he was in the shower, scrubbing his armpits, that the answer hit him so hard he dropped the soap. A sentence dislodged from the back of his memory from when he’d asked Claire to help find the Handyman Killer. The victims all have the same false sense of security right before they die. Or something like that.

	The puzzle pieces began to fall into place. Or at least appeared to potentially fit with each other. Who was he so close to finding? The people known to be infected with the snake virus were Jack Hostman, Ashley Moore, Ed Furgis, and Mo Abdallah. Of those, only Mo was not locked up or dead, and Brad was one hundred percent confident of Mo’s 10910 addiction, meaning it had to be someone else. Someone yet unidentified as having the virus. Someone who had exchanged bodily fluids with one of those four. Someone Brad had been close to. Maybe even visited his house.

	Or her house.

	Fatima Abdallah, Mo’s wife, easily could have caught the virus from her husband, especially when their marriage was on the mend. She ran a division of Abdallah Builders that was expanding into Austin. And not just any division.

	The security division.

	Dripping wet, shampoo oozing down from his scalp, Brad dialed the Handyman War Room in Austin. It took almost ten minutes for the team there to respond to his inquiries: Did any of the Handyman victims have home security? If so, which company provided it?

	They offered to call him back, but Brad stayed on the line, pacing back and forth, dripping across the tile, and wiping suds from his stinging eyes. Until the answer came, and the phone slipped from his hand, tumbling with a muffled thud onto the bath mat.

	Five victims. All had security systems.

	And all five used Abdallah Security.

	In under half an hour, Brad was huddled with the Austin chief of police in his office. The chief was intrigued but skeptical. Fatima Abdallah was a brilliant businesswoman. Her security company had invaded the Austin market like a swarm of locusts, rocketing to over twenty percent market share citywide and much higher in the neighborhoods where the killings had taken place. The security company usage pattern among the victims could simply be a coincidence.

	The chief was desperate, however, since the most recent Handyman killing was still fresh on the city’s mind. Last week, in the posh Seven Oaks neighborhood, a mother and father had bid their teenage children good night and turned in for the evening, most likely frustrated that the ceiling fan above their bed was suddenly broken. But it wasn’t broken. The electrical supply from the wall switch had been interrupted with a delay timer hidden in the ceiling. Ninety-five minutes later, the fan activated. As it reached maximum rotational velocity, the five shallow containers placed on the upper side of the fan blades slid off, dislodging the plastic covers that had been resting on top. The contents tumbled out midair, raining down on the slumbering couple—a hundred Indian red scorpions. The ear-piercing screams had roused the children, but before they were able to summon an ambulance, both parents had been stung dozens of times. They died from cardiovascular collapse before the paramedics arrived.

	With no other leads to pursue, the chief granted Brad his request, assigning two undercover officers, Reggie Watts and Vic Toomey, to tail Fatima. A gamble that paid off sooner than he expected.

	*****

	The neighborhood aspired to be upscale. Not anywhere near the level of the Abdallah residence back in Dallas, but the homes were above average for Austin—in square footage, amenities, and most definitely price. An ideal place for the upper middle class to raise a family. And the perfect setting for a Handyman killing.

	Brad joined Reggie and Vic on the second day of their stakeout, tailing Fatima Abdallah to this location as the sun was packing up the remaining glow from the horizon and transporting it west. Using binoculars, Reggie spied on her at the end of the block. She sat in her car, fiddling with something in the front seat.

	“According to her social media posts, she’s at some fundraiser tonight,” Vic said from the back seat. “That’ll be her alibi if she gets charged.”

	Reggie snickered. “Look at that. Vic’s social media addiction is actually helping out for once.”

	Vic continued to scroll on his phone without looking up. “Call it what you want, at least it’s free.”

	“That’s ’cause they sell ya a bunch of junk with those ads,” Brad interjected. “That’s how they get ya.”

	“Well, I don’t ever click on ads, so it’s free to me.”

	Reggie turned toward the back seat. “If you’re not paying for the product, then you are the product.”

	It sounded like a quote from something, but it didn’t quite make sense to Brad. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It means that if everything seems free to you, it’s because the social media platform is selling your info or your eyeballs or your email to someone else to make money. You’re the product being exploited. You think you’re the consumer, but you’re being consumed.”

	“Ah, I get it,” Brad said. “It’s like that old poker saying—if you’ve been in the game for thirty minutes and don’t know who the sucker is, then you’re the sucker.”

	“Target is on the move.” Reggie brought the trio back on task, slowly tracking Fatima with the binoculars. “She’s got a toolbox and is headed toward the fourth house from the corner.”

	The three officers peered intently down the street, watching the shadowy figure slink toward her next target. All was quiet in the neighborhood. A few vehicles had passed by earlier, but at the moment, movement was scarce. The tall post oak centered in the front yard trembled in the breeze, nothing more.

	“Man, I’m glad to be on the stakeout crew,” Vic said. “I don’t envy the guys that have to search the house, trying to locate her booby trap without setting it off.”

	That thought had crossed Brad’s mind as well. Several times. Inducing a significant amount of guilt. “I’m gonna see if I can figure out what she’s up to. Vic, watch your texts in case I need anything.”

	“Don’t worry. I’ve never missed a notification in my life.”

	The street remained silent as Brad slipped out of the car and stole up the sidewalk. The houses were large but closely spaced, with high, thick hedges separating most of the properties. It was a newer development, so the utility wires were buried underground. Not a single streetlight interrupted the expanse of stars overhead. Several of the yards were adorned with some form of landscape lighting that provided the only illumination for his journey.

	Only one room glowed in the house where Fatima had entered. It was in the back corner, overlooking the tall bushes that demarcated the property line. The next-door neighbors were watching television, or perhaps a movie, in the window directly across from the hedges. The blinds pulsed with whatever background color filled the current scene.

	Brad pulled out his pistol as he made his way over the newly sodded front lawn, maneuvering around the For Sale sign and staying out of view of the front door until he was almost upon it. He paused at the giant brick column guarding the porch, hidden both from the peephole and front picture window. He kept his pistol clutched firmly in both hands, pointed at the roof, finger along the barrel.

	The area remained still, settling down for the night. Faint murmurings from the television next door. A lone dog-walker crossing the intersection behind Vic and Reggie, headed down a cross street. An intermittent whirring noise filtering out to the porch.

	Peeking around the column, he could see the front door was slightly ajar, as if someone had shut it quietly but not firmly enough for the latch to engage. Behind the decorative windows to either side, the interior of the home lay dark and still. Silent except for the mechanical sounds from within. 

	Whir. Silence. Whir. Silence.

	The noise from the second floor came at regular intervals, allowing Brad to time his actions of nudging the door open and stepping inside without giving away his presence. It sounded like a cordless drill, fastening something upstairs with evenly placed screws. He continued to use the racket to cover his movements while he made his way through the formal living room.

	The furnishings were immaculate, perfectly arranged and professionally decorated. Every table centerpiece, every stack of books looked like a photo shoot for an interior design magazine. He stepped silently past the staircase toward the kitchen, viewing each room through the sights of his pistol, straining to spot any threat in the dim light from upstairs. The kitchen was spotless as well, without a dish towel or bottle of soap by the sink. The only food visible was a basket of fruit, which appeared to be plastic.

	Adjacent to the kitchen was a family room, also perfectly neat. Either the homeowners were OCD clean freaks or were out of town. Maybe that was Fatima’s MO. As president of the security division, she probably had access to the monitoring center and could check when folks were away, giving her free rein to invade their homes. But that didn’t quite explain this place. It was almost like …

	That was when the television captured Brad’s attention. It didn’t look real. He walked carefully across the room to touch it for himself. It moved with barely any effort. Plastic. Fake.

	Suddenly, everything clicked. The sign in the front yard, the trendy decor, the showcase furniture. This was a spec home. Recently built or remodeled and presented for sale. No one lived here.

	But then who was Fatima’s booby trap for? The realtor? Some unsuspecting client shopping for a house? That didn’t fit with any of the other Handyman murders. The targets were always people in their own homes, performing their predictable daily routine. Cooking on the stove. Washing clothes. Pulling out of the garage. Sleeping in their bed. None of that happened in a spec home.

	Brad completed his inspection of the lower level, finding nothing out of place and no sign of life. His mind raced, trying to understand her strategy this time. How was she going to kill someone here, a place where no one actually lived? It didn’t make sense. Every serial killing had a prey, an unsuspecting individual targeted by the murderer, lured into their trap. Brad had been in this house for five minutes, and he didn’t know who the prey was.

	All at once, his heart stopped. His blood froze in his veins. His mind flashed to a memory of the Abdallah home, the security cameras tracking his every move. He knew who the prey was.

	He spun on his heels, searching the room behind him with his gun. In the dark, the fake decor suddenly took on a sinister aura, each item seeming to impersonate a lethal trap. He hurriedly retraced his steps, careful not to walk anywhere he hadn’t on the way in. Scanning each room and especially the staircase with his pistol.

	The front door was almost in reach when he heard it. Four popping sounds in quick succession, along with the shattering of glass. Forgetting his strategy to not venture into new territory, he stepped to the picture window and peeked through the curtains.

	Two men raced up the street, from the direction where Vic and Reggie were parked. Both were clothed in black, like ninjas. Each carried what looked like a special forces assault rifle, complete with a suppressor. They were serpentining along the sidewalk. Making it difficult for a sniper to hit them as they ran. Professional, military-trained assassins.

	They aimed their weapons at the front door, causing Brad to reflexively drop the curtain and step back into the entryway. A moment later, at the other end of the house, he heard the back door explode open. Rounds from an automatic rifle, also suppressed, tore through the family room and kitchen in the rear of the house. Actually, several rifles. He was surrounded.

	With only a split second to scan for an escape path, Brad bolted up the stairs two at a time. He tripped on the top step. Scrambled to his feet. Then thought of his strategy.

	Fatima was still constructing her trap in the corner room at the end of the hall. He could capture her for leverage until the police arrived.

	As he sprinted toward the back room, the intermittent whirring of the cordless screwdriver grew louder. Even before he reached the door, his hope started to wane. This was futile. He burst into the room, squinting in the light. Some strange gadget was operating the drill, activating it at a regular frequency. No Fatima. She must have left out the back before he’d arrived.

	Reflexively, he backed into the walk-in closet and partially shut the door. In between his gasps for breath, he could hear the assassin team covering the first floor. They were meticulously searching each room. Well-trained. Inescapable.

	His 9mm trembled in front of him as he worked to focus his eyes. Focus his mind. He grimaced at the thought of Reggie and Vic. They wouldn’t be coming to his rescue. His only hope was the neighbors. Even with suppressors, the sound of gunfire was distinctive and loud. Way louder than depicted in the movies. People had to be calling 911. The police should arrive in five minutes. Ten at the most.

	But the special ops team downstairs, at least four by his count, could canvass the house in less than two. He fought the urge to turn off the lights and hide. That would only give away his position sooner. He might be able to catch them by surprise when they entered. Pick off one or two of them. Maybe. But he still wouldn’t survive.

	Footsteps on the stairs. Reminded him of how a SWAT team moved when they ambushed an assailant. Until they reached the first room. Automatic weapons fired across the furniture. They weren’t searching for his hiding place. They were shooting into every hiding place.

	He stepped out of the closet into the bright room. The door was still open. The team was three meters down the hall, maybe less. Firing into the bathroom. He looked at the ceiling. Perhaps an attic entrance? Nope, nothing.

	The shooting stopped. They were reloading or approaching the next room. He had to move. His only hope was that he recalled the landscaping correctly.

	Sidestepping around the bed, he began squeezing the trigger. Bullet after bullet pierced through the blinds, shattering the glass behind. At the last second, he rotated his body. Covered his head with his hand. Dove shoulder-first through the window.

	His eyes were clamped tight as he fell. Branches from the tall hedges adjacent to the house stabbed all over his body. He struggled to complete his roll through the bushes, reaching out with his foot to the fence on the other side. The top of the slats snapped under his weight, breaking his fall enough to allow him to stretch his other leg out toward the neighbor’s yard. 

	Off-balance, his foot struck the lawn at an awkward angle, rolling his ankle as he crumpled onto his back. Pain raced up his leg. He grimaced and peered back at the window he had just exited from. Inside, splinters of furniture exploded from the gunfire.

	Using his good leg and his elbows, Brad scrambled backward, almost crab-walking, away from the fence. Behind him were the AC units from the neighbor’s house, directly below the room with the television. He maneuvered himself in between the metal cubes that housed the compressors and pulled his legs in.

	An assault rifle poked its barrel out of the broken window and plowed a clip’s worth of bullets into the hedges and fence, the exact spot he had been only moments before. Shards of wood flew through the air. Brad squinted but forced himself to aim his pistol at the window. He would only fire if the rifle elevated to point at him. Hopefully, he still had ammo left after shooting out the glass. No time to check.

	Seconds later, they entered the backyard, yelling at each other in a foreign language. Sounded like Arabic, maybe. They were fanning out. One set of footsteps thudded toward the street to circumvent the large hedge and fence. Right toward where he was hiding. He was a sitting duck.

	Suddenly, the sound of police sirens drew his attention. They’d been drowned out by the gunfire and yelling. Lots of police sirens. Growing in volume.

	To his right, the latch on the fence clanked. The gate creaked open. One of the assassins had realized Brad’s escape route and was about to search this yard. 

	Brad worked to quiet his breathing. Prayed they couldn’t hear his heart, pounding like a kettledrum in his chest. He aimed his pistol straight ahead. He would fire when the assassin walked by. As long as the guy didn’t think of Brad hiding between the AC units and try to shoot him from over the top.

	“Yalla! Yalla!” Shouts from the other yard. The police sirens wailed closer. “Yalla Imshi!”

	Then they were gone, sprinting through the backyard to make their getaway.

	Fatima Abdallah, the Handyman Killer, had laid her best trap yet. And Brad was the prey.

	But in doing so, she had trapped herself.

	 



CHAPTER 17

	 

	The auditorium seemed to extend infinitely, an ocean of heads and torsos fading into the brilliant lights all shining toward her. The excitement in the room was palpable.

	“We are fortunate to have with us tonight one of the most amazing medical minds of the modern era. Please help me give a warm welcome to Doctor Leia Jenner!”

	Leia strode across the stage, waving at the audience, her ravishing red dress splashing across her thighs. “Thank you so much. It’s great to be here.”

	“Let’s get right down to it. You discovered the cure for the snake virus, averting an impending pandemic that would have ravaged the planet. How does that feel?”

	“I’m simply honored that I could make such a significant contribution to humanity.”

	The interviewer turned to the audience. “Did you hear that, folks? She’s humble too.” Thunderous applause. Back to Leia. “You realize that every human on earth owes you a giant Thank you.”

	“And I owe each of them a giant You’re welcome.”

	A ripple of laughter.

	The interviewer smiled, then became serious. “I understand your parents have passed, Leia, but if they were around today, they would be the proudest Mom and Dad ever. I bet you surpassed their most extreme expectations of you.”

	Leia nodded, the lump in her throat too large to allow a response.

	“In addition to being brilliant,” the interviewer continued, “I must say, you look rather stunning in that dress. I noticed a certain young man in the front row who can’t seem to stop staring at you. Can you tell us about him?”

	Leia’s heart warmed like a preheating oven. “That’s Neil Cray. He’s—”

	“Leia?” The daydream melted away at the ring of Ming’s voice. “What are you grinning about?”

	“I wasn’t grinning.”

	Ming shot her a skeptical glance. “Yes, you were. You had this goofy smirk on your face. Like you’re up to something.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Hey, do you have the test results?”

	Ming grimaced and shook her head. “No effect on the snake virus from any of the antiviral drugs.”

	“Give it some more time. And we’ve got a host of other drugs to try.”

	A buzz from Leia’s phone interrupted their conversation. Her gut tightened as she read the message. “Neil wants us to join a conference call with Paul.”

	As they made their way through the corridors of the UTA research building, Ming rambled on about how cute one of the doctors from Atlanta was. The CDC had finally developed a curiosity about the snake virus once Leia had demonstrated a pattern of three infected individuals, all of whom had tried to commit murder. A special investigations team had flown in from Georgia to review the data and assess the situation.

	Except they weren’t only assessing, they were trying to wrest control. Fortunately, Leia had arranged for several of the staff from her hospital in Temple, Ming included, to temporarily work on the snake virus testing at UTA. That would give Leia a team she could oversee and direct. She had to be the person to discover the cure. She just had to.

	Even more annoying than the CDC team was Paul, leader of the one-oh cult. Sure, he had lent her Neil, who was amazing at the computer part of the analysis, but why did she have to keep Paul apprised of the status? He wasn’t in charge of anything. Worse, he kept pushing 10910 on her as an antiviral drug for the virus. It was infuriating. If only he had been killed from his gunshot wound last year and not just crippled.

	No, wait, she didn’t wish he was dead. Why would she think something like that? She was simply tired and frustrated about the situation.

	The meeting room was at the end of the administration wing, connected to the UTA lab. Neil was setting up the video conference as they entered, grinning when his eyes met Leia’s. “How goes the battle in the antiviral trenches?”

	“It’s a long slog,” Leia responded. “But we’ll figure it out. We have to.”

	The screen at the front of the room flickered to life. 

	“Hey, Paul,” Neil and Leia said in unison, then glanced at each other and grinned.

	“Any update on Brad?” Neil asked, while Leia said, “I’ve got some results—”

	They shared another look.

	“Sorry,” Leia said. “Tell us how Brad is doing first.”

	On the video, Paul flinched as if someone had stabbed him. “He’s home now, recovering. Just some stitches and a sprained ankle. But before we go further, I invited someone to join us today.”

	The camera panned in response to Paul’s adjustment, showing a second person sitting next to him—a dark-haired man who was slowly extracting his head from his hands. Anguish was etched his face. He looked like someone who had survived a car wreck but wished he hadn’t.

	Paul did the introductions. “Leia Jenner, Neil Cray, this is Mo Abdallah.”

	Awkward silence. Leia now understood Paul’s reaction. How painful for Mo to hear about the officer his wife had tried to have assassinated. What do you say to a person in that situation? Nice to meet you, Mo. So sorry to hear your wife turned out to be a serial killer. My condolences to you and your family. And all your wife’s victims and their families too. Even Hallmark didn’t have a card for that occasion.

	Paul pushed forward. “Leia, can you give us an update on your testing?”

	“We’re trying the first batch of antiviral drugs now, but so far, no effect at all.”

	“Are you testing viruses from the different blood samples?”

	Leia nodded. “That’s all we can do. The virus doesn’t appear to be zoonotic, meaning it doesn’t infect animals, at least none that we’ve tried. We’re going to proceed to the next set of drugs now, although we’re continuing to monitor the current ones in case there is a delayed response.”

	“What about—”

	“Contact tracing? The CDC guys are running that show now. As you know, Ashley’s husband and kids came back clean, and we haven’t identified any other high-risk individuals. Still, the team is swabbing mouths like there’s no tomorrow.”

	The call went silent for a moment. Paul looked away, then returned his gaze to the camera. “I was going to ask about the status of testing 10910 as a cure.”

	Leia bit her tongue before responding. This was a prime source of contention between her and Paul. “No change since we last spoke. One-oh doesn’t appear to have any effect on the virus whatsoever.”

	“You tried it on Jack’s virus as well?”

	“Jack’s infection is identical to both Ashley’s and Ed’s—”

	“Except for the viral load,” Neil interjected.

	Paul perked up. “What’s different about Jack’s viral load?”

	Neil replied, “It’s off the charts. Over a trillion—”

	“That has to be some type of testing error,” Leia stated. “It’s impossible to have that many copies of a virus in your blood.”

	Neil squinted at her. “But you ran the test twice, with the same results.”

	Leia shook him off. “Anyway, the genetic sequencing confirmed identical viruses in all three samples. A virus that doesn’t respond to your narcotic.” She paused, knowing she shouldn’t rub salt in his wounds. But then she couldn’t help herself. “In fact, I pulled up an official NEA study on 10910 that conclusively proved it was nothing more than, and I quote, ‘a poor man’s vitamin,’ end quote. No effect on human beings in general. Now, what was the name of the person that headed up that research? Started with a P …”

	Even across the teleconference, it was obvious Paul was boiling inside, using substantial willpower to keep from exploding. “I lied in that report. That data is all fabricated. By me.”

	Oh wow, this was too much. Now Paul was going to claim he falsified a government document to support his case? Although, that would be consistent with his entirely irrational devotion to this narcotic that he is ostensibly trying to eradicate from society. Maybe he should be locked up next to Jack.

	She opened her mouth to jab Paul some more, but Mo cut her off. “I know I’m new to this one-oh phenomenon, but I can personally attest to the miraculous power of the drug. Including the ability to cure the snake virus.”

	A sensitive response would be warranted at this point, but Leia was on a roll. “I’m sorry, Mo, but from what I can tell, you never had the snake virus. Your mouth swab was completely clean, as was the follow-up blood test.”

	Leia had taken off the kid gloves. After all, this was a serious situation which necessitated that they had to follow the science. And no one understood the science better than her. She waited for Paul to drag his arguments off the mat so she could knock them down once again.

	“Let’s consider the possibility that one-oh is only effective if taken willingly by the infected person, not in the lab tests we’re doing,” Paul said.

	That was the best he could come up with? “There has never been a virus in the medical history of mankind that has worked that way.”

	Paul nodded, shockingly calm and collected for a heated debate. A debate he was handily losing. “Fair enough. But there’s a first for everything. Can we test that hypothesis?”

	Leia was floored. That idea crossed the line. “Are you suggesting in vivo testing rather than in vitro?”

	“Maybe. Depending on what those terms mean.”

	“You want to test 10910 on a live subject and not just in the lab? No way, no how. We’re not giving an illegal narcotic to either Ashley or Jack. That’s immoral and unethical.”

	The call turned quiet. Until Neil added, “I don’t think you could convince either one of them to take a pill anyway. How else could you do it? Inject them? But what about that weird thing where folks have to take one-oh willingly or they puke it up? If you shoot up a nonuser with one-oh, their blood could reject it. It might even kill them.”

	“What?”

	Neil went on to explain that 10910 can only be taken consciously and willingly by the recipient. The NEA did studies last year showing that stealthily giving 10910 to unsuspecting nonusers—by disguising the pill or grinding it up into food—caused the person to puke the substance back up within hours. 

	There seemed to be no end to the outrageous facts, most of which were probably fictitious, that surrounded this narcotic. Leia was getting fed up with the whole discussion.

	“Good point, Neil,” Paul said. “How about if one of us volunteers to become infected?”

	Before Leia could respond, Mo flipped his hand up on the screen. “I’ll do it. No offense to Doctor Jenner’s early assessment, but I’m still confident I previously had the snake virus.”

	“Double no way, double no how. The CDC would lock us all up and throw away the key if we intentionally spread an uncategorized, potentially catastrophic virus to an uninfected individual.”

	Paul winced, then glanced over at Mo. “What if we found someone currently infected and convinced them to take a pill?”

	Pain splintered across Mo’s face. “Fatima.”

	“You’re sure she’s infected? Did you notice if her eyes were consistently red?” Paul asked.

	Mo looked at the floor, appearing to search his memory. “Not especially. Maybe a couple of times? But how else can you explain her behavior? The woman I’ve been married to for fifteen years would never commit these kinds of atrocities.”

	“She could have concealed the bloodshot symptom with Visine eye drops,” Leia offered.

	“How would you know that Visine fixes snake virus red-eye?” Paul asked.

	“The genomic sequencing we initially did on the snake virus showed a similar pattern to sequences found in other agents that cause viral conjunctivitis. It would stand to reason that a similar remedy would be effective in resolving that symptom. At least, that’s my hypothesis.”

	Paul turned back to Mo. “We could get a blood sample, then maybe you could convince her to take one-oh based on your experience.”

	A glimmer of hope twinkled in Mo’s eyes. “We’ll have to find her first.”

	That was enough for Leia. “Y’all can do whatever you want on your own, but I need to get back to work. Can we eliminate or at least reduce these update meetings going forward? The CDC is involved now, and they are a thousand times more capable of handling the snake virus situation.”

	An are-you-kidding-me expression radiated out from Paul’s face, filling the screen. His lips moved slightly, like he was cycling through a hundred different responses, trying to choose the right one. He finally settled on, “The nine most terrifying words in the English language are I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.”

	“Where in the world did you come up with that?”

	“Someone in government gave us that gem.”

	Leia wasn’t buying any of it. “Well, I’m putting my faith in the CDC and the US government. They may not be perfect, but I’ll trust them to handle this situation over anyone else.”

	Paul shook his head. “Let’s see how that works out for you.” He ended the call before Leia could respond. And before she could reach through the screen and wring his neck, an urge that clung to her mind the rest of the day.

	Although the conference call was generally a waste of time, it did accomplish one thing—doubling Leia’s motivation. She rounded up the other coworkers at UTA and launched testing for the remaining antiviral drugs that had any chance of affecting the snake virus. It didn’t matter that they were at the lab until almost midnight.

	Finally, after the last drug test was kicked off, Leia was ready to head back to the rental house for some desperately needed rest.

	“Well, that was exhausting,” Ming commented as they departed. “But at least we finished.” She turned toward Leia. “Princess, I can’t recall the last time I saw you this tired.”

	Leia responded with an annoyed glare, then suddenly turned away. “I need to use the bathroom before we go.”

	While opening the restroom door, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure Ming remained by the exit. After slipping inside, Leia stooped down and searched for ankles under the stalls. There were none. All the while, her mind continued to recite the phrase that Claire had spoken to her when they had first launched the hunt for the snake virus cure. You, Leia. The clock is inside of you.

	She paced for a minute, delaying for the amount of time it would take if she actually needed to relieve herself. Then she washed her hands. Double-checked that she was alone in the restroom.

	Finally, Leia reached into her purse, withdrew a plastic bottle, and drenched each eyeball with a dripping stream of Visine.

	 


CHAPTER 18

	 

	Jack Hostman’s mind was foggy. For no apparent reason. Sometimes, he could see things so clearly, with so much detail. But for the past four days, ever since that cursed Brad Labradine had gotten all up in his face, his vision had clouded over. Not his eyesight, that was fine. His vision.

	It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Probably wouldn’t be the last. Possibly, it was random, but not likely. There seemed to be some mysterious force that restricted what he was allowed to know, like parental software that banned specific websites, blocking access, hiding them from view.

	It didn’t matter. Greatness was his destiny—that was for certain. And if he was destined for greatness, then surely his vision would return to full strength, as it had done in the past. In fact, he sensed the nascent pangs of another surge in his ability even now. Just in time.

	To counterbalance the fog that had settled over his vision, Brad and Leia’s visit had proved to be strategically informative. For the first time, he discovered he was not alone in the universe. There was another creature of his ilk, one that possessed similar talents, although with opposing intentions. A bizarro version of himself. A counterpart. A nemesis.

	He had used all his copious spare time in his padded cell to search for the identity of this person, to unearth a name or a face or a description. But his vision was too murky. The only clues he could conjure up originated from his memory, from news on the Hobbler investigation last year. Speculation that Brad Labradine had employed a psychic to help solve the case and capture those geniuses named Stanley Fricule, a.k.a. the Hobblers. That psychic was almost surely Jack’s nemesis. Had to be.

	Eliminating this mysterious psychic was on his to-do list, but not at the top. There was another pressing matter that needed to be dealt with first. That scheme was fully hatched and about to be executed, foggy vision or not. Because in spite of how innocuous his padded cell appeared, there was a most lethal weapon hidden here. One that he was about to employ.

	The magnetic lock buzzed, the door clicked, and Deshaun backed his way into the room, wheelchair in tow. “Hey, Jack. You’ve got some visitors.”

	The smile formed involuntarily. And uncharacteristically since Jack made it a habit to be as rude as possible to Deshaun. But his plan was taking flight. All he needed was a strong tailwind to propel it to completion. And blow away some of this wretched fog that blanketed his vision. Otherwise, he was as good as dead.

	Deshaun pulled Jack to his feet—a task that normally required two men—and settled him into the wheelchair, then checked the straps on his straitjacket. “They tell me they’re your brothers,” Deshaun said as he wheeled Jack out of the room and down the long, flickering hallway, “but I don’t see much family resemblance. In fact, a couple of ’em look more like they could be my brothers than yours.”

	“We were all adopted,” Jack lied, trying not to smirk any more than he already was. Not only was he unrelated to any of the visitors, but he actually only knew one of them—Mike Mersen, an old army buddy he had contacted three days ago after he’d convinced one of the other orderlies to allow him brief access to his cell phone. The other “brothers” had been recruited by Mike for this special assignment.

	The remainder of the walk was silent except for an occasional squeak from the outdated wheelchair. Jack applied his renewed vigor to drill a hole in the fog, to dissipate enough so that the numbers would come into focus. His plan would collapse upon itself without the numbers.

	They traveled through the 1P security door, then down an adjacent corridor to a small counseling room. The five “brothers” muted their conversation and shot Jack icy stares as Deshaun worked without assistance to hold the door with his foot while maneuvering the wheelchair into the room. He seemed to be enjoying the frozen reception Jack was receiving from his supposed family, although the only comment he made was a reminder about the red call button by the door to summon him when they were finished.

	The moment the door slammed shut, Mike rose to his feet, face turning red. “What the hell, man? Are you psycho or something?” 

	It was the straitjacket. Jack had considered warning Mike beforehand about his required attire, but it seemed too risky that this meeting might not happen at all. He struggled to maintain his composure, to project an air of control even though his hands were trembling in their restraints. The room seemed to be turning against him. One of the other ex-military thugs, a guy bulkier than Mike, rose from his seat like a grizzly bear approaching its dinner, cussing under his breath.

	Jack’s heart pounded inside his chest, banging against his ribs as if it wanted to escape his body. An icy blast of adrenaline surged through his veins, blurring his thoughts, eroding his focus. But the adrenaline accomplished one other feat as well.

	It drove off the fog.

	“Sit down and shut up for a minute, Teddy,” Jack said coolly to the big man in his face.

	Teddy froze, his cheeks reddening like a heating coil.

	Mike shot out a skeptical look. “His name’s not Teddy.”

	“Sure it is. At least, that’s what his mother calls him. Isn’t that right, Teddy Bear?”

	Teddy let out a string of profanity that was almost impressive in its rhythm, coiling his arm back for a death blow. But Jack’s vision was clear now. He even knew enough not to duck.

	Teddy’s fist flew within a few inches of Jack’s face, missing its mark only because Mike intervened to catch his arm midswing. He turned to Jack. “How did you know that?”

	“Oh, I know a lot of things, Mike. Such as the fact that you really need this job I’m offering to pay off three months of missed mortgage bills so you’re not foreclosed on and your girl leaves you. Chantelle, isn’t it?”

	Another spurt of cussing from Teddy while Mike strained to convince him to return to his seat. Jack waited patiently until the discussion finished, until the only sound in the room was angered huffing. Then he laid out his plan.

	The steak house was in Dallas, located at 1032 Preston Rd. Or maybe 1033, they’d figure it out. Seven thirty sharp, exactly one week from today. It would be a sizable group, at least eight or ten, possibly twelve. The key was to look for the big guy in the wheelchair. Catch them in the back parking lot where no one will see. One simple question would verify their identity. The only person armed would be the cop—make sure to take his weapon first. You’ll recognize him, he’s famous. And limping.

	Then drive them someplace secluded. And kill them all.

	The five soldiers listened dutifully. Mike even jotted down a few notes. Jack was pleased with their attentiveness. The identity question wasn’t necessary, but he simply couldn’t resist the urge to rub it in a bit. If he was lucky, very lucky, perhaps his nemesis would be among the casualties. But his vision told him otherwise.

	“How ya gonna pay us, ya nut job?” Teddy asked. “Ya can’t even reach your wallet.”

	“Buy one lottery ticket on your way out of here. Tonight’s drawing.”

	“You’re saying you know the jackpot numbers?”

	Jack grinned. “No jackpot for you. I’ll match enough numbers to make a down payment on this job. You’ll get some jackpot numbers after I watch the news footage of the abduction.”

	Teddy again invaded Jack’s personal space, his alcohol-laden breaths burning Jack’s nostrils. “And if we don’t win nothin’, I’ll be back for your abduction.”

	Several heartbeats of deadeye stare-down. Jack used it to crescendo into the linchpin of his entire plan. “Deal. But on one condition.” He shot a glare past Teddy’s scarred face to his buddy, Mike. “I want a blood oath. Like before.”

	The offer hung in the air like the stench of death. Mike eyed his fellow mercenaries, squinted at Jack, then looked down at the straitjacket. “How you gonna shake on it?”

	“Cut my face.”

	Teddy was more than happy to accommodate that request. He whipped a blade out of nowhere and stretched it toward Jack’s face even as Mike again hauled him back to his seat. 

	Mike dug his own knife out of his pocket and flipped it open. Then he froze, his gaze drifting off into space. Surely, he was calculating the immense possibilities of aligning with someone with Jack’s ability. The power and wealth that could be obtained with knowledge such as this. The future would be limitless. The knife cut Mike’s palm at the base of his thumb. He looked up. “Where?”

	“Along my jawline, right below my ear.”

	Jack didn’t flinch as the sharp steel sliced into his skin. The warm blood oozed toward his neck, finding its way through his five-day growth. He stared up into Mike’s eyes as his buddy placed his hand on the side of Jack’s head, aligning their wounds, mingling the deep red liquid of life that seeped from his body. They were brothers now. Blood brothers.

	The ritual was repeated with each soldier in the room. Teddy went last, smacking Jack’s head hard enough to make his ear ring. But even that didn’t wipe the grin from Jack’s face. They had no idea what they had done.

	“Four, eight, fifteen, sixteen, twenty-three, and, uh, fifty-two. Make sure to buy a ticket today,” Jack announced. “Now hit the road. I just realized I’ve got another visitor comin’, and I don’t want you jerkweeds to scare her off.”

	*****

	The last remaining rays of sunshine clung desperately to the horizon, struggling to cast their glow across the blackening sky. But the earth’s rotation is an immense, powerful force. It would take something almost infinite to prevent darkness from invading the land.

	Leia drummed the steering wheel as she sat in her car watching the sunset fade into night. If only there was another way. If only. But there wasn’t. Not one that she could come up with. The remaining antiviral drugs were each having zero success curing the snake virus. In fact, a couple seemed to cause it to multiply more quickly. The only hope would be to develop an entirely new drug, a task only possible by multibillion-dollar pharmaceutical corporations, not one Dr. Leia Jenner in her borrowed lab.

	Except that she had to be the one to find the cure. The respect and accolades were so close she could taste it. She could save the world—and her parents would have been so proud, had they still been alive. She would give anything for that level of success.

	But there was a much more urgent reason to find a cure. Something that witch Claire had predicted last week with her accursed ticking clock comment. This morning, as she made her way from the parking lot to the UTA lab, she passed by a mother with a colicky baby. The urge to inject the infant with a lethal dose of pentobarbital was overwhelming. Almost unstoppable. She spent the next fifteen minutes strategizing how she could pull it off before she was finally able to banish the thought from her head.

	How long before she succumbed to a Dr. Jekyll to Mr. Hyde transformation and ended up like Ashley Moore or Ed Furgis? Or worse yet, Fatima Abdallah, the Handyman Killer? Leia needed a cure, and she needed it now. She was already at the top of the CDC’s snake virus contact tracing list. The only reason she wasn’t quarantined right now was because she falsified her test results. But she couldn’t hide her disease forever.

	Why did this happen to her? She hadn’t slept with Ed. Didn’t even kiss him. The only thing she could think of was sharing a serving spoon when tasting the spaghetti sauce as they cooked together. Apparently, that seemingly innocent act was all it took.

	Leia was about to exit her car when she spotted five biker-gang-type guys strutting out of the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. They all exuded the same evil look in their eyes, like they were on the prowl for an old man to mug or a young woman to rape. She slunk down in the front seat until they all thundered off in their respective dilapidated pickup trucks.

	Once the coast was clear, Leia made her way through the parking lot, checking over her shoulders the entire time. At the front of the building, she reached for the rusty handle, but before she could grab it, a large, meaty hand screeched the door open for her. Deshaun had been watching through the dirty glass.

	“Nice to see ya again, Doctor Jenner,” he said as he escorted her to the reception desk. “Did you figure out what was wrong with Jack?”

	“Uh, yeah-ah. He’s infected. Didn’t the CDC initiate a strict quarantine for him?”

	Deshaun gave Leia a quizzical glance, then turned to Francis behind the desk. “Did you get a notice about, uh, the evil patient?”

	After a minute of typing and clicking, Francis read from the screen. “Quarantine protocol. All meals in his room. Full PPE for interactions. Absolutely no visitors except medical personnel.”

	Deshaun rolled his eyes. “And when were you gonna tell the rest of us about that?”

	“I just did.”

	After suiting up in their personal protective equipment, Deshaun and Leia made their way down the low, dim corridor toward room fifty-eight. The odor of rotten eggs had grown more pungent than her last visit, and it seemed to increase in intensity as they walked down the hallway, which felt twice as long as last time. Her infected mind conjured up images of jumping on Deshaun’s back and using a scalpel to stab his carotid artery.

	“Wait here,” Deshaun instructed when they reached their destination, far down in the bowels of the 1P wing. He badged through the door. Leia tried to watch him through the tiny, reinforced glass, but after entering, Deshaun had knelt down, and she was too short to see him from that angle. She crossed her arms to squelch the tremors that suddenly seemed to plague her hands. Her throat felt like a giant knot.

	A minute later, Deshaun reappeared and let her into the room. Jack sat on the padded floor, legs crossed, straitjacket snug. He was staring at the wall and pouting, apparently giving them the silent treatment the way a child would. The left side of his face sported a fresh bandage.

	“Do you want me to stay?” Deshaun asked.

	A voice inside her screamed, Yes! Please stay. Don’t leave me alone with this crafty beast. “No need. In fact, if you have something else to do, I can call you when I’m finished.”

	Deshaun pondered for a moment. “I’ll wait right outside. Knock when you need to leave.”

	The split second the door locked shut, Jack’s demeanor reversed, like an extremely bipolar patient. “Hello, Princess. I wasn’t expecting you quite so soon. Did you miss me?”

	Leia cleared her throat, surveying the room for someplace to sit. The foam bed was gone, leaving the room a dark, empty hole containing only her and Jack. She stooped to sit on the floor at his level, then reconsidered and stood awkwardly across from him. “I wanted to—”

	“Oh, I know why you’re here. The question is, why are you here now? You’ve been working on a cure for less than a week, and already you give up and come crawling to me? That doesn’t sound like the Doctor Leia Jenner, superdoctor, that I know.”

	“You said you knew how to stop the snake virus. I wanted to see if that information was useful in my research.”

	“I don’t buy it. You’re desperate, that’s what you are.”

	“I’m not desperate.”

	“Don’t lie to me!” Jack suddenly turned ferocious, twitching about in his straitjacket. Then, just as quickly, his calm was restored. “Why the urgency?”

	“I, um, wanted to …” Leia’s voice wilted under his stare. Jack was probing her with his gaze, searching her soul. Did he already know? Was he playing with her? She felt naked. She tried to break the spellbinding effect but found herself unable to look away, completely at his mercy.

	Suddenly, he seemed to find the answer in her eyes. A cruel sneer wormed its way across his face. “You’re infected.”

	Without thinking, Leia nodded.

	A laugh erupted from the straitjacket, first building strength beneath his folded arms, then billowing out the top. The force was so powerful it knocked Jack onto his side, convulsing him on the padded floor. A sinister laugh. Mocking. Humiliating. Leia could only cringe.

	It finally concluded with a series of chuckles as Jack wriggled himself back to a seated position. “This worked out better than I could have hoped for. So, you need to find a cure before you lose control and end up as my roommate. Is that it?”

	Leia fought the overwhelming urge to grab a hypodermic and stab him right in his accused, all-seeing eyes. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Tell me what the cure is.”

	Jack settled back into the padded wall, peering at her from above his crossed arms. “Not so fast. First, I want some quid pro quo.”

	“What?”

	“I saw it in a movie once. Quid pro quo. I tell you things, you tell me things. Quid pro quo, yes or no?”

	The lump in her throat was almost choking her now. Leia swallowed hard. “Ask.”

	“How is it that you are still alive?”

	The intent of the question was obvious. Her mind flashed back to their last visit when Brad had rudely clamped a hand over her mouth to contain the secret. But shouldn’t Jack already know this? Why didn’t his magic ability reveal this detail to him? “Brad showed up and saved me.”

	“No! Not Brad!” Jack had flipped again, turning violent. “That moron of a cop couldn’t tie his shoe without a set of instructions. Someone told him where and when to stop Ed. Who?”

	Leia froze.

	“Tell me who!” He spat the words at her through clenched teeth.

	The name tumbled from her lips before her brain could stop it. “Claire.”

	“Ah, it’s a chick. Claire.” Calm again, Jack stared off in wonderment, as if he had seen an angel. “Claire, Claire, Claire.” He considered her name like he was a sommelier swirling around a glass of cabernet sauvignon, admiring the color, absorbing the aroma, preparing to consume the deep, red liquid. “Claire who?”

	“I don’t know her last name.”

	Jack’s eyebrows stabbed downward but then released before he spoke. He must have discerned she was telling the truth. “Tell me everything you know about her. Everything.”

	She did the best she could but quickly came to the realization that her information was sparse. Aside from a terse physical description, she had nothing. No phone number, no address, not even a place of employment. It seemed to frustrate Jack to no end, but he held his tongue. As she was finishing, he looked off into space, as if he had tired of their conversation and had turned to watch a nonexistent television.

	Leia’s mind was an emotional train wreck, but her desperation propelled her forward. “All right, Jack. Quid pro quo. How do I cure the snake virus?”

	Jack’s sweaty, unshaven face smiled back seductively. “I have something better to offer you.”

	“What’s that?”

	He paused for a beat. “Divine knowledge. The opening of your eyes to visions of endless information, anything you want to know.”

	Leia was incredulous. What was he suggesting? She peered back at him. His offer seemed to drip from his mouth like honey. “You’re saying you can make me like you?”

	“Oh, no. Not like me. A thousand times better. Your medical talents combined with this type of magical knowledge would enable you to accomplish anything. You’d be superhuman. A goddess.”

	“A goddess of wisdom?”

	“Uh, sure. With that much knowledge, how could you not be wise?”

	The gears in Leia’s brain cranked up to maximum rpm, her thoughts spinning wildly out of control, her brain growing dizzy from the swirling possibilities as well as from Jack’s mesmerizing stare. She could cure the snake virus, with the formula for the necessary antiviral drug simply appearing in her vision. She could cure cancer. She could cure anything. Everything. She would be the greatest doctor the world had ever known.

	Jack’s voice echoed in her head. Was he talking or simply communicating through their locked gazes? Either way, his words were clear. And convincing. “Your parents would have been so proud.”

	Her jaw slid open as the implications of his offer continued to rocket through her mind. She could only think clearly enough to form one word. “How?”

	“It’s a two-step process,” Jack replied matter-of-factly. “First, you need to increase your viral load, closer to the level in my bloodstream.”

	Leia glanced down. She hadn’t brought her medical bag this time. “I don’t have a hypodermic with me.”

	“We don’t need to do a blood transfusion. There’s another way.”

	“What’s that?”

	The corners of Jack’s mouth curled upward. His shark-like eyes sparkled. “Kiss me. And not just a peck on the lips. Kiss me the way you fantasize about kissing that computer nerd, Neil.”

	Leia’s vision blurred, lost in his hypnotic gaze. Such a simple solution. She could ramp up the snake virus in her blood to Jack’s level, giving her the supernatural vision to be able to cure it. An approach that just might work. Besides, she was already infected, so there was nothing to lose. Logical arguments nibbled at the back of her mind, but she was too spellbound by Jack’s tantalizing proposition to process them. She found herself pulling off her mask and face shield and kneeling down on the padded floor before realizing what she was doing.

	His body odor was strong at this proximity, the pungent stench of a dirty locker room. It was quickly overwhelmed by his breath, a putrid draft of warm sewage. Leia clamped her eyes shut as her hands found his sweaty face, trying to breathe as shallowly as possible while she leaned in toward his chapped lips.

	The moment their lips made contact, his tongue wormed deep, toward her throat. Even more disgusting than his breath, it tasted like a combination of decomposing broccoli and decaying fish. Bits of undigested food from his unbrushed teeth swarmed into her mouth as his tongue probed, violating her again and again.

	After thirty seconds, the base of her esophagus spasmed. She pulled back and turned her head just in time to vomit in the corner. Elbow leaning on the wall, gasping for breath, saliva drooling from her lower lip, she glanced over at his sneering face. Then puked again.

	Wiping her mouth on her arm, Leia tried to swallow to clear her throat but couldn’t. “What’s the second step?”

	Jack’s face seemed to glow, as if her kiss had invigorated him all the more. “It’ll take a couple of days for your viral load to reach the necessary level. Then all you have to do is activate the ability.”

	“How do I do that?”

	He paused, again sucking her into the vortex of his gaze. Reinforcing that his final instruction was absolutely nonnegotiable for her to achieve the knowledge she was willing to sell her soul for. Then his wretched mouth spoke.

	“You have to kill Claire.”

	 


CHAPTER 19

	 

	Brad didn’t know what to tell his new friend, Mo Abdallah. If Fatima had been an alcoholic, or unfaithful, or unable to manage her anger, then Brad could have recommended an appropriate support group or self-help book. But what can be done for the husband of a serial killer? The twelve-step program probably began with Step 1: come up with the other eleven steps and track if they’re effective. It was a spousal vice that no one could empathize with.

	Mo was spiraling downward, starting with the massive guilt that he was the one to infect his wife with the snake virus. Next came the intrusion of the police into his personal life as they tried to track Fatima down. Then the humiliating scrutiny from the press as her identity was revealed. Worst of all, explaining to his young children what was happening with their once-loving mother.

	Ostracized by his community, Mo had reached out to Brad, mainly due to their shared addiction to 10910. It was unbelievably awkward at first as Mo attempted to find words to apologize to his newfound friend. How was Brad supposed to respond? It wasn’t every day that someone needed to express how sorry they were that their serial killer spouse hired foreign terrorists to assassinate you. Thankfully, Brad escaped with only some bruises, a few stitches, and a sprained ankle. Not to mention that he couldn’t blame Mo for his wife’s actions.

	Needless to say, Mo was forced to sell his business. He had already been fending off an offer from a national builder who was angling to get into the Texas market. Now he readily accepted, albeit at a price suddenly twenty percent lower than before. Even with Fatima on the run and unlikely to execute another Handyman killing, Abdallah Security was somewhat of an oxymoron.

	Poor Mo. It was all Brad could do to keep his new friend from tumbling into a pit of depression. Had Fatima been diagnosed with cancer, Mo’s friends would have brought an endless string of meals and offers to help watch his children. But from what Brad could tell, everyone who knew Mo had blocked his number—he didn’t receive a single call or text the entire time Brad had hung out with him. Even his nanny had quit.

	Tonight, Brad brought Neil with him, hoping that another person would make the evening less melancholy. Plus, it would give him someone to talk to when Mo succumbed to his despondency and turned silent, staring at the latest update on the Handyman hunt on the television, clutching a bottle of 10910 as if he could feed her a pill through the screen as soon as she was located. That seemed to happen nightly.

	“She’s not there,” Mo stated flatly as the evening news displayed a live broadcast of police surrounding a Walmart they suspected might be hiding the Handyman Killer. “She’s way too smart to use her credit card. This is a diversion.”

	Brad had to agree—Fatima was nothing short of a genius. Even though she was president of Abdallah Security, she still understood the computer systems well enough to be able to access the camera feeds from her customers without anyone else knowing. She used that information, along with cell phone tracking data from the app that all customers downloaded to their phones, to determine when her victims were far away from home. She would override their Abdallah Security system and fake the camera footage to gain undetected access to their houses. And then she would lay an elaborate, engineering marvel of a booby trap that would kill them after she was long gone.

	“She’s got to show up soon,” Brad responded. “Her bank accounts are frozen, and her credit cards and cell phone are being tracked. Without money or a car, she’s gonna have to give up.”

	Mo shook his head. “Don’t underestimate Fatima. I’ve made that mistake a couple of times and always regretted it.”

	With nothing new happening at the Walmart, the news cut to a different story. Something about a pet shelter in town.

	Neil rose from his seat and offered to get everyone a drink, then stopped in his tracks on the way to the kitchen. “What was that? Mo, can you rewind it?”

	Mo was too lost in thought to respond, so Brad grabbed the remote and backed up the broadcast. “What are you lookin’ for?”

	“No, not the pet shelter. After that. The thing on the lottery.”

	It took Brad a minute to locate the story. Apparently, a gas station in Dallas had sold five lottery tickets, all played with the exact same numbers. Numbers that won first prize, although not the jackpot. Even more strange was the fact that all five tickets were purchased on the same day, within a span of one hour. And each person had purchased the Priziplier feature, which doubled their payout. All winnings had been collected anonymously.

	“Wait! Pause right there.” Neil shot a finger toward the screen.

	Fumbling with the remote, Brad missed and had to rewind. “Why is this important?”

	Neil stared off into space. “Four, eight, fifteen, sixteen, twenty-three, forty-two. Weren’t those the numbers Claire had given me?”

	“When you asked her for lottery numbers? That was like two weeks ago. Plus, I thought I gave you my birthday, which is on the tenth.”

	“No, not the numbers when y’all were messing with me. When I first asked Claire, she said ‘four, eight, fifteen, sixteen, twenty-three.’ But then she told me those were this week’s numbers and to use different numbers for the drawing that night.”

	“How do you remember that?”

	“Yeah, I’ve got a thing for math. It’s why coding comes so easy to me. But don’t you see? Claire was right. She knew the winning numbers but tricked me into not using them.”

	Brad shot him one of those parental looks. “To teach you not to try and use her gift for selfish gain.”

	His condescending glance had no effect on Neil, who remained deep in thought. “But now those same numbers somehow won five people a bunch of money. Five people who bought their tickets together. Five people who all knew to double their prizes.”

	The detective in Brad finally awoke. It was a rather odd coincidence, assuming Neil had recalled the numbers correctly. But what did it mean? That Claire gave the numbers to five other people so they could win instead of Neil? Isn’t that exactly what Paul said she wasn’t supposed to do? “I can’t see Claire helping someone win the lottery.”

	“Maybe they were five homeless people she was being kind to.”

	Brad didn’t buy that. But before he could respond, they were interrupted by a cell phone ringtone. Mo extracted a device from his pocket, gave the screen a cursory glance, then silenced the call. But it rang again mere seconds later.

	“Same number,” Mo muttered to himself. He peered off into space for a moment, then swiped the screen.

	“Fatima!” Raw emotion lifted him from his chair, tightening his grip on the bottle of 10910. “Where are you?”

	Brad scrambled to find the mute button for the television. His ears worked to zero in on Fatima’s half of the conversation, but without success. Neil had already rushed over to try and peel the phone away, but Mo brushed him off. Undeterred, Neil grabbed Mo’s wrist and separated the phone from his ear just far enough for the screen to flash the number.

	“No, it’s my fault,” Mo continued, his voice breaking. “It’s a virus I caught at Doctor Honeycomb’s office and then must have given to you. … It makes you do terrible things.”

	Neil was tapping frantically on his own device. It wasn’t until Brad grabbed his arm that he looked up. What are you doing? Brad mouthed. Without responding, Neil returned to his device. Brad was about to ask again when he got a text. From Neil.

	Getting her position from ph#.

	How was that possible? Although if it was, Neil would be the guy to pull it off. Brad fidgeted anxiously, frustrated that he couldn’t think of anything to do to help the situation.

	“Fatima, please. Come home. I can—” Mo was weeping now, hunched over his phone. “Tell me where you are. I’ll come get you. No, don’t hang up! Fatima!”

	Brad placed a reassuring hand on Mo’s shoulder. “What did she say?”

	Between muffled sobs, Mo answered, “That she’s sorry for the horrible deeds she has done, and that there was only one thing left for her to do.” His watery eyes turned to Brad. “Please help me. This is all my fault.”

	Brad’s insides crumbled. “It’s not your fault. There’s no way you could have known. We just—”

	“Almost got her,” Neil interrupted. “She’s still in Austin somewhere.”

	“You’re not going to locate her, she’s too smart for that,” Mo insisted. “She told me she’s using a burner phone. It doesn’t even have GPS.”

	“Well, she wouldn’t have guessed that you’d have an NEA agent over at your house. One that has access to a positioning system based on cell tower triangulation.” Neil continued to work his device, his fingers blurring across the screen. “Got her. She’s in Austin on Highway 360 near Westlake Drive.”

	“I have to get to her.” Mo was already headed toward the door, 10910 bottle clutched tightly in his hand.

	“I’ll go with you,” Brad offered. “We can take my car. Neil, you give us regular updates on her position. And stay here in case the kids wake up.” 

	Considering Mo’s emotional state, Brad felt it was safer for him to drive, but that wasn’t the only reason. The mouth swab kit Leia had given him sat unused in his back seat. He had to find a way to swab Fatima before she took a 10910. She was their only chance to scientifically prove the drug could cure the virus. Assuming Mo could convince her to take a pill. And assuming they could get to her before the police. Or before she did something drastic. That was his worst fear.

	They were on the highway in under ten minutes, speeding toward Austin. Brad had Mo call his wife back and try to keep her on the line to buy more time. No answer.

	The most agonizing decision was when to involve the authorities. Brad could easily have the Austin police force intercept her position and capture her right away. He could still find a way to swab her mouth for the snake virus, even if he had to get Leia to convince the CDC. But when could he get her alone with Mo so he could convince her to take a one-oh pill? It would be almost impossible to slip her an illegal narcotic while under the kind of surveillance they would use for a high-profile serial killer like Fatima. Once he called the cops, there would be no turning back. The only safe approach was finding her themselves. Plus, it might help her case slightly if she surrendered rather than getting captured.

	The trip to Austin seemed to take forever, even with Brad driving well over the speed limit. Neil kept them posted on Fatima’s position, which didn’t appear to be moving. Mo did notice that the location was close to one of Fatima’s favorite Mediterranean restaurants. That seemed like a bad omen to Brad, something akin to a last meal.

	After almost three hours, they were approaching the city limits. The sky was dark and cloudy, without a ray of light from any heavenly object. By the end of the drive, they had come to the conclusion that Fatima had ditched her phone and planned to take her own life. The phone call was her final goodbye.

	Mo came up with the theory of the Pennybacker Bridge. An icon of Austin, as well as Fatima’s favorite place to hike and watch the sunset. And less than an hour’s walk from her burner phone location.

	They parked just off the highway on the north side of the bridge. Scrambled out of the car, dodged traffic as they crossed the road, then hurried down the bike lane on the bridge, only a few feet from the rushing traffic. Halfway across, they spotted her.

	Mo broke into a run but didn’t call out her name. Probably to catch her off guard before she had a chance to jump. Brad wasn’t able to keep up, still limping severely from his sprained ankle. The mouth swab kit bulged in his front pocket. How he would employ it during a tense situation like this he had no idea.

	The element of surprise worked to their advantage since Fatima didn’t notice Mo until he was less than twenty meters away. She immediately turned but didn’t run. Instead, she seemed to be pulling something from her pocket. A gun? Brad instinctively reached for his own weapon but then thought twice about it. Threatening to shoot a suicidal person only played into their hand.

	“Fatima!” Mo slowed to a walk as they approached her position. “Fatima, it’s me.”

	She didn’t look up but continued to face away from them, working feverishly. The only light came from the passing cars, whizzing by at high speeds, oblivious to the climactic event playing out in the adjacent bike lane.

	When Brad had almost caught up, Fatima turned toward them. Her face was dark, backlit by the oncoming traffic, but visible enough to expose the anguish, the guilt, the desperation in her expression. “Don’t come any closer.”

	A large semi rumbled down the highway behind them, illuminating the scene. Fatima held a hypodermic in her right hand, the needle piercing a vein in her left forearm. “Not another step!” she cried out, flipping her right leg over the railing.

	Mo came to a halt, his palms facing her in a show of concession. His gaze shifted down to the hypodermic. “Dear heavens, what is that?”

	“It’s liquid rohypnol. I’ll be unconscious before I hit the water. If it doesn’t kill me, the lake will.” She shifted her weight to her right foot, which was planted outside the railing on the edge of the bridge.

	“Please, Fatima. Don’t do this. You’re sick, that’s all. You have the snake virus.”

	She froze. “What are you talking about?”

	“You caught the snake virus. It affects your brain. Makes you do terrible things. But I have the cure for it.”

	“How do you know this?”

	“Because I had it. And I dreamed of committing horrible atrocities to our family. And—” Mo’s voice cracked. “You must have caught it from me.”

	Fatima’s eyes drifted off. Her mind seemed to be processing the possibility. Until her gaze strayed far enough to notice Brad, standing some five meters behind Mo. “Who is with you?”

	Shifting his stance to intercept her line of sight, Mo worked to recapture her attention. “That’s a friend of mine. He’s just here to help.”

	Even in the dark, with the sporadic illumination from passing vehicles, Brad could see the guilt entrench itself on Fatima’s face. She had recognized Brad. The cop that had been tracking her. The person she had tried to assassinate.

	Her eyes cast downward. “I shouldn’t have tried to kill him,” she muttered to Mo, but loud enough for Brad to hear.

	“Why did you, then?” Mo leaned forward, inching toward her. “Surely, you knew that setting a trap for Brad would implicate you.”

	Brad shifted forward as well. He could discern Mo’s strategy: to keep her talking and distracted until they could move close enough to grab her. It was their only chance.

	A series of headlights reflected off Fatima’s eyes, which were glazed over and unfocused. And very bloodshot. “I couldn’t stop myself. Even though I knew it was self-destructive, the temptation, the desire to kill him was too powerful. Although, it was the failure of that assassination attempt that somehow gave me a moment of clarity, that made me see the reality of the monster I had become. Now I must destroy this monster before the moment passes.” Her gaze narrowed on Mo. “You don’t understand.”

	Mo took a cautious step forward. “I do understand. I had the same urges, the same temptations, the same periods of irrationality filled with thoughts of destruction. But then I found the solution.”

	She leaned farther over the railing. “You can’t help me.”

	Another hesitant step. “Yes, I can.” He extended the bottle of 10910 toward her. “I have the cure for the virus. You can take this and be healed.”

	Fatima’s jaw dropped. “There’s a cure?”

	Another slow step from Mo. “Yes. One-oh cures the snake virus. I am living proof.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Even if what you say is true, even if I have some infection, that doesn’t change the fact that I performed all those evil deeds. I can claim I couldn’t help myself, that I was swept along by the desire to kill, but at the end of the day, I committed those murders. I’m guilty. And I deserve to die.”

	Two more slow steps. “Yes, you do deserve to die. But you don’t have to. This pill will not only cure the virus, but it will also absorb the darkness inside you that is those evil deeds.”

	Confusion washed over Fatima. “One-oh can do all of that?”

	Mo edged toward her. Two meters away and closing. “Yes. It will kill the virus. It will remove the darkness. Then we can get a lawyer and ask for leniency from the court because of your infection. It’s your only hope.”

	“But I am so filled with darkness. How can one pill resolve it all?”

	Mo was less than a meter away. He stretched the 10910 toward her, a desperate offering. “One-oh is a miracle drug. It is more powerful than any darkness. More powerful than all the darkness that exists. Do it for Kamal and Zara. They need their mother.”

	Fatima’s tear-stained cheeks suddenly tensed. “I no longer deserve to be their mother. I don’t deserve to be your wife. I deserve death. Nothing can fix that. I’m sorry, Mo. I am so, so sorry.”

	Mo began to speak again, but Brad knew better. He had seen enough suicide attempts, had enough training to recognize her resolve. He blasted past Mo, his sprained ankle screaming in pain with each step, just as Fatima depressed the plunger on her syringe. Her left leg kicked upward, releasing her from the railing.

	Brad hurled himself toward her. Caught her left foot as she fell. Smashed his abdomen into the railing as her weight pulled him forward. Downward. He frantically struggled to keep from toppling over the railing himself.

	“Fatima!” Mo cried out as he skidded next to Brad. He reached over the railing to grab her leg. Just as her shoe popped off.

	“No! No! Nooooo!”

	Fatima disappeared into the blackness of the lake below. They never even heard the splash.

	 


CHAPTER 20

	 

	The snake virus coursed through Leia’s veins. Like a critical mass of weapons-grade plutonium, all she needed was a trigger for her chain reaction to light up the world. That would happen in the next hour.

	For weeks now, Leia’s mind had alternated between two states. The first she dubbed the lucid phase, when her willpower was strong enough to overcome her murderous urges. Not unlike how uninfected humans will occasionally have an evil inclination, which they immediately dismiss as something they would never do. Except now, for Leia, the frequency of these inclinations was orders of magnitude higher. The other state she labeled the lunatic phase, where rational thought was progressively quenched inside her brain, and the horrible deeds her imagination conjured up no longer seemed unthinkable but instead completely justifiable. Ever since she’d returned from Jack’s lair deep inside the Delphi Mental Health Clinic, the lunatic phases had gotten longer and more intense. The culmination happened yesterday at lunchtime when she found herself in the animal testing facility at UTA, injecting rat after rat with thirty milligrams of prednisone, relishing the spasmodic, overdose death of each animal. She was fortunate to transition to her lucid phase in time to dispose of the tiny corpses and slip out the back entrance before the lab personnel returned from the cafeteria.

	During her ever more infrequent lucid phases, Leia wrestled with her moral dilemma. Should she kill Claire to activate her power? Sweet, kind Claire, who had only been benevolent to Leia, including dispatching Brad to save her life. On the other hand, Leia would probably die from the snake virus unless a cure was found posthaste, and that would only be possible with some superhuman knowledge on her part to create the formula. One life would be lost, either Claire’s or Leia’s. Did it really matter which one?

	Except it seemed egregiously selfish to kill another human to save her own skin. Like shoving a fellow Titanic passenger out of the way to claim the one remaining seat on the last lifeboat. Self-preservation and all, but it still felt wrong.

	She would almost talk herself out of murdering Claire when her mind would toggle to the lunatic phase, and her conscience was replaced with an irresistible urge to kill not only Claire but Brad and Mo and the entire Topasteehl family. Sometimes Neil too. That really scared her because she was pretty sure she was developing feelings for him. And yet, during those dark times, she envisioned taking her pistol and blowing his brains out with a smile of satisfaction on her face.

	This morning, everything changed. It was as if the universe had sent her a sign, a message directing which course of action she was supposed to take, making the decision for her.

	Another snake virus infection had been discovered.

	It was a call girl in the Dallas area. Her clientele mainly consisted of high-net-worth individuals, one of whom was found naked in his hotel suite, handcuffed to the bed and strangled with a silk scarf. His business partner—also one of her clients, but fortunate enough to receive her services during a lucid phase—had fingered her as the killer. Recently, the CDC had begun the practice of testing all murder suspects in the Dallas area for the virus. This call girl became the first positive result, although the case was being kept confidential until they could formulate the narrative for a snake virus announcement to the public.

	They had informed Dr. Jenner, who mentioned it to Neil, and suddenly, Paul was calling a task force meeting at his house for tonight. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect. Claire would be there—Jack had predicted that, along with the meeting time and date—presenting the ideal opportunity. 

	Most importantly, now that the snake virus was spreading through society, the entire country—if not the entire world—would need a cure. A cure that would save countless lives. A cure that could only come from Dr. Leia Jenner. After she performed one small deed. It would be like sacrificing one of the crew members to keep the Titanic from sinking. What captain wouldn’t make that choice?

	Night appeared to have arrived early this evening. Thick clouds blanketed the horizon, blocking every possible ray of sunshine from penetrating. After Leia parked her car and stealthily flooded each eyeball with Visine, she ambled toward the Topasteehl residence. Neil was at the end of the front walk, waiting for her.

	A pensive smile graced his face. “Hello, Doctor Princess. How goes the search for the antiviral needle in the snake virus haystack?”

	That was his nickname for her, although sometimes, it was Princess Doctor. So corny it was cute. Leia couldn’t look him in the eye. Instead, she glanced down at the stack of handouts she had prepared, a prop in tonight’s scheme. “I think I might have a solid lead on how to cure this thing. We’ll discuss it tonight.”

	“Cool. Hey, I’ve been trying to text you for a couple of days. I was beginning to think maybe you blocked my number.”

	Leia brushed past him and hurried up the walk. His texts had captivated her, soothed her, warmed her. Reading them always seemed to induce or prolong a lucid phase. She had written extensive replies, multiple times, but had always deleted them, feeling guilty for emotionally connecting with him while planning to destroy Claire. “Sorry, I’ve been swamped with this research. Things will be better after tonight.”

	Neil hustled to keep up, then stepped ahead and opened the door for her. Reflexively, she glanced into his eyes. Bad idea. She quickly turned into the house before her resolve evaporated. It was too easy to lose herself in his eyes, and she had more critical matters to attend to.

	Although Leia made sure to arrive on time, the others were already in the living room when she entered. Brad stood next to Paul’s wheelchair, chatting quietly with the big man.

	Across the room sat Claire. Her phone rested idly in her grasp. She was looking around, searching for something, deep in thought.

	Leia’s heart stopped on a dime. Did Claire know? Jack had laid out the events of the evening so precisely and with so much detail that nothing could go wrong. But was it possible that Claire knew everything? Would she jump up and yell, “Murderer!” with a guilt-inducing finger stabbing right at Leia? Or whisper to Brad during the meeting to arrest Leia on the spot? The others would believe Claire over herself, no doubt.

	Leia had to know. “Hi, Claire. How have you been?”

	Claire’s focus immediately snapped to the sound of her name. Leia froze, a phony smile plastered on her face, waiting for Claire to scream out the accusation of premeditated homicide.

	But she didn’t. Claire’s face lit up at the sight of Leia, and she hurried around the coffee table to greet her. “It’s great to see you,” Claire said warmly. “Here, let me help you with all those papers. How is your research going? You must be exhausted with all the hours you’ve been working.”

	Leia allowed Claire to take the stack of handouts and set them on the coffee table. Then, Claire pulled her in for a comforting hug. She was the only person in the room as short as Leia, and when they embraced, it was like they were sisters. Leia fought back the tears with an iron will.

	“Oh dear,” Claire said. “You are so tense. Say, how about if I get you a cup of tea to help you relax?”

	Unable to speak, Leia looked over and nodded, then turned and sat down. Moisture built up around her eyes. She struggled to keep it from running down her cheeks.

	Did Claire know? No way. Claire might be wise and insightful, even supernaturally so, but she wore her heart on her sleeve. It would be impossible for her to act so amiable toward Leia if she knew what was coming. The only question remaining was whether Leia had the guts to go through with what had to be done.

	Leia wiped her eyes, then quickly scanned the room to see if anyone was watching. Claire had gone to the kitchen to fetch the tea. Mo was already there getting coffee. Tyler and Rachel were busy giggling with each other over on the couch, and Neil was conversing with Brad and Paul. She was clear.

	Her heart began to race. She dug her phone out of her purse and pretended to scroll the screen while eavesdropping on the conversation.

	“… charging supports that make racking the slide so much easier. Try it.” Brad was showing off his new handgun to Paul. An event foretold by Jack almost a week ago.

	Paul took the weapon and loaded a round. It reminded her of when Ed had done the same thing right before Brad had saved her. Paul will hand it to Neil.

	“Can I try?” Neil asked. “What model did you say this was?”

	HK VP9 with aftermarket laser.

	“It’s an HK VP9,” Brad responded. “I added the laser sight myself.”

	It was all unfolding exactly as Jack had predicted. Next, she would hand out her virus research write-up. Then, while everyone was busy reading, she could grab the gun and complete her mission. 

	According to Jack, once she had shot Claire, her ability would activate almost immediately, and she would know the cure for the snake virus. With that much knowledge, surely she could conjure up the right words to convince everyone else in the room that she was justified in her actions. And the right next steps to save the world without being convicted of murder. Everyone would understand. Of course they would. Kill one person to save many. The captain of the Titanic would have made the same choice.

	A soft tap on her back made Leia almost jump out of her socks. It was Claire bringing a cup of tea.

	“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Claire said kindly, handing her the tea. Then Claire gently extracted Leia’s phone from her hand, turned it right-side up, and slid it back into her fingers. “You must have a lot on your mind.”

	Leia nodded and turned away. Her hands began to tremble, to the degree that she had to set her tea down before she spilled it. Blood rushed to her face. But it wasn’t fear causing this reaction. Or uncertainty. Or doubt. Or even anxiety.

	It was the onset of a lunatic phase.

	Despite her racing pulse, Leia took a deep breath, fisted her hands to steady the tremors, then grabbed the stack of handouts from the coffee table and rose to her feet. “Why don’t we get started?” she announced. The calm in her voice surprised her. “We’ve got a lot of things to cover tonight.” She shot a look toward the guys fawning over the new 9mm. “Brad, would you mind taking a seat?”

	Brad didn’t return her look. He extracted the gun from Neil’s hands, popped the clip, then unloaded the chamber. He angled the full magazine toward Paul. “Holds seventeen rounds.”

	Paul handed Brad the holster that was sitting on his lap. “Impressive.”

	It felt like slow motion as Brad reinserted the clip and nestled the pistol into the holster, placing it on the coffee table not five centimeters beyond Leia’s tea. Jack had foreseen all of this—the perfect setup. She had to remember to pull the slide back before firing. Jack had emphasized that multiple times.

	“Here’s the latest research we have on the snake virus.” Leia began to pass out the papers. “When the virus infects a host cell, it gradually alters the DNA. The host continues to perform its normal functions, but over time, it begins to act as a conduit for a substance that I’ve been unable to identify. Whatever it allows into the cell causes damage, eventually to the point of death. This is particularly true of brain cells, where the normal mental process is impaired by that harmful substance. Eventually, logical thought is almost impossible. Instead, it’s replaced with a corrupted reasoning mechanism. The details are all in the write-up in front of you.”

	A quick scan of the room confirmed that everyone was engrossed in her scientific explanations, most likely struggling to understand the complex concepts. It was time.

	Her pulse pounded wildly in her ears, but her hands were steady, her mind focused. Leia quietly placed the remaining handouts on the coffee table next to the pistol. In one smooth motion, she extracted the 9mm from the holster. The cold steel felt satisfying in her hands. The sense of power was inebriating.

	Brad was right. It was surprisingly easy to pull back the slide on this gun. A sound that captured the attention of the entire room.

	“Captain of the Titanic,” Leia mumbled to herself as she raised the barrel to point directly at Claire’s chest. “I’m the captain of the Titanic.”

	Claire’s eyes grew as big as saucers. She raised her hands in front of the gun. “Leia? What are you doing?”

	In her peripheral vision, Leia saw Brad rise to his feet. She heard Claire yell, “No!”

	“I’m sorry, Claire.” Leia squeezed the trigger. Thunder split the room. Seemed to freeze time. But Jack had told her to be sure. Leia reacquired her target and fired again. And again.

	Claire screamed and grabbed her chest. Leia shot her three more times before Brad was able to scramble around the furniture and reach for the gun. 

	Before he could grab it, Leia stepped backward and turned the weapon on him. “Stop right there, Brad! You have to understand, I had to do it!”

	Commotion erupted across the room. Claire was screaming and gasping for breath. Rachel was trying to hold her. Paul wheeled around the coffee table toward Leia. But her attention was captivated by Brad’s eyes. No fear. No anger. Just compassion, almost pity. Did he not realize she was ready to shoot him too?

	Brad reached his hand toward her. “Leia.” His voice was calm but firm, just loud enough to be heard over Claire’s fading screams. “Put the gun down. You’re infected with the snake virus.” His eyes squinted slightly. “But I think you already knew that.”

	Leia straightened her aim right at his chest. The urge to murder him was so strong. Almost overpowering. “I said stop. I had to kill Claire. Are you going to make me shoot you too?”

	“You didn’t kill anyone.”

	“What?” Leia jerked her head to peer across the room. Claire was still seated on the couch, panting heavily and clutching her midsection. Rachel was next to her, examining her body as well. But there was no blood. Shouldn’t there be blood?

	Brad reached for her arm. “The clip was loaded with blanks. Now, come over and sit down. We need to talk.”

	Leia’s entire body went numb. She stared down at the pistol in her hand, unable to process what happened. Powerless to move until Neil’s loving arm encircled her waist. He guided her back to her chair while Brad extracted the handgun from her grip and returned it to its holster.

	Brad went on to explain, though Leia’s mind was reeling so much she had trouble comprehending. It was Paul who first suspected that Leia was infected, when she somehow knew that Visine would mask the red eyes from the snake virus, guessing that Fatima was using it. He had told Brad, who confirmed that he had noticed several bottles of Visine in Leia’s purse when they went to visit the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. Leia testing negative for the virus threw them off the trail for a bit, a ruse she had pulled off surprisingly well because even Neil couldn’t detect any anomalies when he analyzed her test results in the computer.

	The clincher had been yesterday, when Neil overheard some lab techs at UTA discussing a large number of missing rats from the animal testing facility. He dug up the security camera footage and watched Leia mercilessly kill the rodents one by one, a grin of immense satisfaction plastered across her face.

	Baiting her with a 9mm loaded with blanks had been Brad’s idea. He had witnessed firsthand how Fatima, the cold-blooded Handyman Killer, had acquired a rational perspective of herself after Brad had foiled her assassination attempt. So he thought to reproduce that effect on Leia. Only Brad and Paul knew the scheme, no one else.

	The pistol left on the coffee table offered a test that would both confirm Leia was infected as well as provide a wake-up call for her when the murder attempt failed. There is something about failure that is healthy for humans, forcing them to reassess their errant goals and motives, demanding that they alter their behavior for the better. Humbling them to the point where even the lunacy caused by the snake virus is held at bay. Providing them a moment of clarity.

	 Leia broke down and wept. Hands covering her face, raw emotions pouring forth unabated. Her guilt was splattered across the room. She felt naked in front of everyone.

	She was a horrible, horrible person. Somehow, her deranged mind had concluded that murdering Claire was the correct course of action. And why? To be the greatest, most successful doctor of all time. To be the one who cured the snake virus. Her selfish ambition had demanded the price of this sweet, innocent woman’s life. And Leia had deemed it an acceptable trade.

	The sobbing intensified, taking control of her entire body. But it also seemed to neutralize the snake virus’s effects, temporarily allowing her mind to think clearly. Though she had convinced herself this evil deed would be warranted for the greater good and the end would justify the means, the scales of reality weighed her intentions and found her severely lacking. Further, Jack was probably lying about the ability she would obtain. It was most likely another one of his malicious manipulations, exactly like convincing Ed to kill her. And Leia had fallen for it. Nothing could offer redemption from her terrible malintent toward Claire. Leia was the one who deserved to die. 

	Paul waited until her crying subsided before he spoke. “Remember earlier when you were talking about the snake virus, about how its destructive mechanism operates by opening a conduit? But you couldn’t identify what is transmitted through the conduit? I think I might know what that is. We refer to it as the darkness, an undetectable substance that is produced in all of us. A substance that causes us to be evil. I’m guessing the snake virus facilitates the darkness entering directly into someone’s cells, corrupting their actions, destroying their sense of right and wrong. That’s what is going on inside of you right now.”

	Mo scooted forward on the couch. His face was ragged, most likely from days spent weeping over his wife’s death less than forty-eight hours ago. But his voice was sure. “Leia, I think that’s exactly what happened to me when I was infected. I dreamed of doing all these horrible deeds. The more the infection spread, the more I lost the capacity to consciously understand that those deeds were wrong. My only solution was to commit suicide so I didn’t kill my entire family.” He paused for a beat. “However, it turns out getting infected with the snake virus was the best thing that could have happened to me.”

	It took a minute for the words to register with Leia. She turned toward him. “What?”

	“As awful as that experience was—and I would like to never repeat it—that is what introduced me to him.”

	Leia’s eyes glazed over, tears still running down her face. “The Dark Prophet.”

	Mo nodded. “DP is the one who directed me to take one-oh. I am completely sure that is what cured my snake virus infection. And absorbed the darkness inside of me. It’s the greatest thing ever.”

	Leia looked from Mo to Neil, who was smiling at her. Then to Rachel. But when her gaze met Claire’s, she felt her insides crumble. “I can’t believe what I tried to do.”

	“Sometimes, it takes a drastic transgression to become aware of the darkness within you. And to realize your need for one-oh. Your need for DP,” Mo said.

	“But I almost …” Leia broke down again, burying her face in her hands. How could she think it was justified to shoot Claire in cold blood? Claire, who had saved her life just last month. If only Leia could die right here and now.

	“Well, maybe that’s how low you had to fall.” It was Paul’s voice, deep and powerful. “Although you were only going to assassinate Claire. No offense, Claire.”

	“None taken,” Claire responded. “I think I know where you’re going with this.”

	“Do you want to know how far I had to fall before I became a one-oh user? I tried to assassinate the Dark Prophet.”

	The tears suddenly stopped flowing from Leia’s eyes. She raised her head to stare incredulously at Paul. “What are you talking about?”

	“That’s right. I was going to take out the big guy himself. Metaphorically speaking—he’s not actually that tall.”

	“You tried to kill the Dark Prophet?”

	“Yep. But I didn’t just try to knock him off with some 9mm pistol. I had multiple NEA special forces units along with twelve mech-snipers ambush him and his unarmed followers at a rally. And I wasn’t even infected with the snake virus.” Paul paused for a minute. Swallowed hard. “That’s when I got shot in the spine.”

	Leia’s eyes widened. “DP shot you?”

	“Oh no. He doesn’t work that way. I basically did this to myself by stepping into the line of fire from my own troops. It’s a long story. But it’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”

	Could this be true? That Paul would be grateful to be paralyzed because that was what it took for him to become a one-oh user? Leia’s mind was spinning. But amidst the chaos in her brain, things were starting to make sense. Suddenly, she craved a one-oh pill. No, wait. She suddenly became aware of her craving for 10910. Had that urge been inside her all along?

	“So, after your assassination attempt failed and you were shot in the spine, that’s when you met DP and realized that you needed one-oh? That’s even worse than what I …”

	Paul smirked. “You don’t have the market cornered on hitting rock bottom to become a one-oh user. Oh, and by the way, when DP came to visit me in the hospital, I tried to punch his lights out.”

	“What?”

	“I told you, you’ve got nothing on me in the rock bottom department. The Dark Prophet had to send me into cardiac arrest and drop me right on death’s doorstep before I came around. Like I said, it’s a long story.”

	Emotion welled up inside of Leia like a tsunami, but her mind was clear. Possibly for the first time in her life. “Does someone have a 10910 I could take?”

	In unison, everyone searched for a pill. Except for Claire, who already had one ready in her hand and was extending it toward Leia.

	Leia’s gaze locked on to Claire’s. She tried to speak, but all she could accomplish was mouthing the words I’m sorry as tears again streaked down her cheeks.

	Claire smiled warmly. “It’s okay, dear. DP always works everything out for the best, even if it’s a little bumpy along the way.”


CHAPTER 21

	 

	Serial killers are people too. That realization is often obscured amidst the outrage at their horrific deeds, with society painting them as subhuman monsters. But any inclination of true uniqueness within the realm of humanity is invalidated at their demise—they transmute to corpses just like every other human being, bar none. Thus arose the quandary that Paul wrestled with—should they be mourned differently?

	The morticians in the Dallas–Fort Worth metroplex seemed to think so. Almost to a person, they refused to host a service for Fatima Abdallah out of respect for the victims’ families. Mo finally found a chapel on the south side of town that agreed to do the funeral, at 1618 Oak Cliff Blvd, although at triple their normal fee. Brad brought along his sidearm in case of harassment from the locals, but that turned out not to be an issue. In fact, aside from the 10910 task force and their families—the only attendees at the service—no one seemed to be aware of the event.

	The sole redeeming aspect was the duration—possibly the shortest funeral ever. The cut-rate establishment provided no music, and the only speaker was Mo, who couldn’t last more than ten minutes reminiscing about Fatima’s preinfected days before he broke down. Since Fatima’s body was confiscated by the CDC for testing, there wasn’t even a graveside to visit.

	That left the group to chat amongst themselves before heading to dinner. Paul waited until Leia excused herself to go to the bathroom, then he caught her in the lobby before she returned. There was one more loose end he needed to tie up.

	“Hey, Leia. Do you have a minute?”

	Leia turned to him. “Sure.”

	“How are you doing?”

	A look of peace rippled across her face. “Fantastic. I mean, I still feel guilty for everything that happened, but taking one-oh was like a breath of fresh air after escaping a gas chamber.”

	Paul smiled. “Yeah, it’s some pretty amazing stuff.”

	“The only thing I’m kicking myself for is not taking a blood test right before I took my first pill. Then we could have scientifically proven that one-oh can cure the snake virus.”

	 “None of us thought of that yesterday. I think everyone was focused on trying to save you. But speaking of that, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

	“What is it?”

	Paul glanced through the lobby doors at the rest of the group. They were all distracted with their conversations. “Why Claire? When Brad and I planned to test you with the pistol loaded with blanks, I was sure that you would have chosen a different target.”

	“Really? Who?”

	Paul paused for a beat. “Me.”

	Leia turned to look off to the side, her face reddening slightly. “I’m sorry about how I fought with you before. I admit I was wrong about—”

	“Hey, I’m not offended by anything you said, especially since you were infected with the snake virus. But when you picked up that 9mm yesterday, you shot at Claire without a second thought. And then, you stopped when you could have gone on to kill the rest of us. What’s the deal?”

	Leia’s hands formed a tent over her nose and mouth, as if she wanted to hide. But then, she released the entire story. Her visit to Jack Hostman. His promise of endless knowledge. Her arrogance in desiring to be the world’s greatest doctor. Even if it meant killing Claire. “I guess pride goes before destruction.”

	Paul nodded thoughtfully. “We’re going to have to strategize about how to deal with this Jack guy. I’ve got a feeling he’s not done messing with us yet.”

	“Well, he was right about one thing.”

	“What’s that?”

	“After I tried to shoot Claire, I did figure out the cure for the snake virus. Exactly as Jack had predicted.”

	Paul’s gaze drifted off into the distance, focusing on the rest of their group still chatting in hushed tones at the front of the small chapel. Brad had told him about Jack Hostman, about the evil that seemed to radiate from his soul during the visit at the mental health clinic. About his supernatural insight that was on par or possibly more advanced than Claire’s. Even more frightening was his ability to manipulate people and dictate events while locked up in a padded cell. He was always a concerning character, but apparently, they had underestimated him. Paul could not afford to make that mistake again.

	He wheeled himself back to the others. “What do you say we all head out to dinner at that steak house?”

	“I’m not in the mood for steak,” Ruth commented. “Maybe we could do sushi?”

	Unfortunately, Brad wasn’t a big sushi fan, so Ruth suggested Tex-Mex. Except Neil said it gave him gas, so he offered to do Italian.

	Nothing frustrated Paul more than indecision. “Let’s stick with the steak house. I’m sure there’s something on the menu for everyone. The address is 1032 Preston Rd. Are we all going?”

	Claire had to opt out because she needed to pick up her son, Aaron, from a friend’s house. Everyone else piled into their vehicles to rendezvous at the restaurant.

	They arrived at seven thirty sharp. It was a good thing that Paul had phoned ahead for reservations because the place was already packed. Without a single parking spot available, he instructed Tyler to drive their handicapped-equipped van off the grass at the back of the lot, through a grove of trees, to a dirt field that appeared to act as overflow parking for the nearby restaurants. Paul texted the others to let them know where to park. A few other cars and a large, white delivery truck were already there.

	The built-in mechanical lift lowered his wheelchair to the ground as Paul observed the setting. The air was filled with the aroma of hot charcoal and seared meat. But something was amiss. “Tyler.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Check under the seats to see if there’s a weapon.” Paul spoke softly, but Ruth overheard anyway.

	“Paul, why do you need your gun?” Ruth’s voice was anxious but hushed, her expression calm. She got frazzled sometimes, but he could always count on her in a crisis. Another thing he loved about his wife.

	“Sorry, Dad,” Tyler whispered. “Nothing under the seats. What’s going on?”

	Paul turned his head to look casually over at his family. “Keep facing me like we’re having a normal conversation. Did anyone notice that white truck by the entrance to this lot? There’s a guy in the cab.”

	“Maybe it’s a deliveryman waiting to unload,” Ruth offered.

	“Since when have you seen a delivery guy that would haul his stuff in from the back parking lot? They always unload right by the restaurant, even if they block traffic. Even if they’re double-parked. And if he is waiting, why isn’t he on his phone to pass the time? This guy is looking around, trying to act natural but way too alert.”

	Brad limped over on his sprained ankle. “Didja notice the guy in the truck?”

	Paul grimaced. Brad sensed it too.

	Tyler leaned over his dad’s wheelchair. “But he was already here when we arrived. How would someone know where we were going? We didn’t decide on a restaurant until after the funeral.”

	Paul shot a knowing glance at Brad, who mirrored the same expression. “Jack.”

	“There’s another exit that connects to the adjacent restaurant,” Paul said. “Let’s quickly—”

	“A pickup truck just pulled up and stopped right there,” Brad said. “Blocking us in.”

	His mind accelerating, Paul quickly processed their options. There were few. Possibly only one. He dug in his pocket for a bottle, popped a couple of 10910 pills into his mouth, then handed the rest to his son. “Tyler, stay close to Brad. And remember everything I’ve taught you.”

	The white truck started its engine and pulled in front of the original exit, the one they had entered through. They were trapped. Brad pulled out his weapon just as three men emerged from the trees. All were heavily tattooed and wearing fatigues. They were spread out, approaching from different angles, assault rifles all pointing directly at Brad. These guys were well-trained. Executing a well-planned mission.

	“Drop your weapon!” one of the men shouted. “Place it on the ground and back away. Now!”

	After surveying the three armed assailants surrounding him, Brad slowly placed his gun on the dirt and took a step back. 

	“Everyone put your hands on your heads!” another soldier yelled. “Don’t even think about touching your phones.”

	The driver of the delivery truck hopped out and jogged over, pulling a pistol out as he ran. The guy in the pickup truck, the one blocking the far entrance, ran toward them as well. His assault rifle was also aimed at Brad.

	Three guys standing in front of the parked cars. One approaching from his right. Truck driver coming directly at him. Paul made a mental note of each man’s position. He needed to keep them all in view. That was crucial if they had any chance of surviving.

	The dirt parking lot imposed a challenge for Paul to maneuver his wheelchair, but he forced it forward as fast as he could. Directly toward the delivery driver. “Let me guess, you’re the leader of this little gang of thugs.”

	“Stop right there,” the driver replied. His voice was filled with gravel from a throat injury or perhaps too many years of smoking. He sighted his pistol at Paul’s chest. Stared into Paul’s face with the steely eyes of a trained killer. 

	Eyes that were severely bloodshot.

	Paul raised his hands, palms forward. The wheelchair continued to bounce along the uneven ground. It came to a stop only a few feet away. The driver moved to the side, adding distance between himself and Paul. He shifted his aim to Paul’s head.

	Paul slowly rotated his wheelchair to face him. The other assailants were now in view as well. “What’s your name?”

	“Shut up,” the man snapped. “I’ll do the talking here. Now—”

	“Who put you up to this?”

	“I said—”

	“Was it Jack?”

	The man flinched for a split second. Paul took that as a yes. This Jack Hostman was a force to be reckoned with. How much did he know? That could seriously limit their chances of getting out of this alive.

	Regardless, he had to keep his cool. Stay in control. Execute his plan.

	Use his gift.

	A sly grin wormed its way across the man’s face. “I got a question for you. Are you a follower of the Dark Prophet?”

	As if Paul’s heart wasn’t racing fast enough, that question sent it into overdrive. Why would he ask something like that? Did Jack know everything about them? How powerful was he?

	The evil grin widened, exposing several missing teeth. The man seemed to relish the disconcerting effect his question had on Paul. “So, are ya?”

	A sudden strength welled up inside of Paul. Starting at his very core, then working its way through every bone and fiber. This unexpected question simply confirmed that Jack was pure evil. The antithesis of the Dark Prophet. The true enemy. And if there was one thing Paul had absolute faith in, it was the fact that, in the end, DP always wins.

	 “As a matter of fact, I am completely devoted to DP. I take one-oh daily. Is that why you want to kill me?”

	“Nah, I was just supposed to ask. Now, get in the back of the truck.”

	Paul placed his large hands on the armrests of the wheelchair, took a deep breath, and slowly rose to his feet. Tendrils of pain radiated from his toes, climbing through his calves and thighs. This part was always excruciating for him. It was all he could do to prevent the agony from showing on his face.

	After a few seconds, he rose to his full height, towering over the man with the pistol. Strength surged through his veins, readying every muscle for action.

	The tables had turned again. The man stood dumbfounded, staring up at Paul. “Why were you in that wheelchair if you can walk?”

	It was Paul’s turn to flash a sly grin. “I find them extremely comfortable. You should try one sometime.”

	The man took several steps backward. Adjusted the grip on his pistol. Narrowed his stare. “Let’s go. In the truck.”

	Paul took a step toward him. “You’re infected. Did you know that? You have the snake virus.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	Another few steps. “Do you have unusual urges to kill things? I mean, more than expected for someone in your line of work.”

	The man squinted, then rubbed one of his eyes with the palm of his hand. Like he was having one of those murderous urges right now. “Just shut up.”

	Paul closed the gap. “I know how to cure it, by the way.”

	Returning both hands to his gun, the man backed up, working to keep his distance. “I said to shut up! Now, get in the truck.”

	Paul continued to advance. “Why? So you can drive us somewhere remote and then kill us?”

	Fierce determination fell over the man’s face like a dark shadow. “One more step and I swear I’ll drop you right here.”

	As Paul took one more step, his mind became hyperalert. His eyesight sharpened. His brain began processing at overclocked speeds. He could picture the trajectory based on the position of the barrel. Could see the man’s finger tightening on the trigger.

	Paul turned sideways just as the bullet whizzed in front of his chest.

	The man adjusted his aim and fired again. In perfect sync, Paul shifted his position out of the bullet’s path the moment the trigger was depressed.

	An avalanche of profanity spilled from the man’s lips. He began firing with wild abandon. Paul dropped to the ground, rounds flying inches above his head. As the man lowered his aim, Paul simultaneously rolled to his left. He came up in a three-point stance less than a meter from his assailant. A barrage of bullets plowed into the ground directly to his right, erupting in tiny clouds of dirt.

	He watched the man adjust his pistol to reacquire his target. Exploding like a defensive tackle who had correctly anticipated the snap, he caught the guy flat-footed, unable to get another shot off. His head uppercut the man’s chin. His arms wrapped around his waist. Power surged through Paul’s legs and back like lightning. He lifted the guy high into the air, then twisted and slammed him into the ground. Headfirst. Unconscious.

	Three of the other soldiers immediately fell into a triangular formation. They leveled their assault rifles toward him as they approached. Cussed loudly at him through clenched teeth.

	But he was in the zone now. The trajectories from all three rifles appeared in his mind. He saw all three trigger fingers tighten. Paul sprinted forward, toward the gap between two of the men. The rounds flew past his arms and behind his back.

	It only took a couple of seconds for Paul to reach the spot between two of the assailants. They paused in their firing, afraid they might hit each other. Exactly what Paul would expect from well-trained commandos. Exactly the break he needed.

	The power in Paul’s legs propelled him two meters into the air. He executed a perfect roundhouse toward the assailant on his right. The man attempted to block but didn’t anticipate the kick coming from such a high angle. Paul’s foot was moving at almost eighty miles an hour when it struck the man’s head—instant concussion.

	The man’s assault rifle seemed to float as his lifeless hands relaxed on the grips. Paul snatched it out of thin air, turning as he descended. Just in time to spot two more trajectories. And two more trigger pulls. He leaned out of the lines of fire, then shot back before either could depress their triggers a second time. Two direct hits, right between each set of bloodshot eyes.

	Before either body hit the dirt, Paul spun to face the final soldier. The man had abandoned his rifle and was using Brad as a hostage with his pistol pressed into Brad’s ear. Ruth, Leia, and the others had taken cover behind the cars. Except for Tyler, who stood unflinchingly next to Brad. As instructed.

	Paul approached cautiously, his assault rifle aimed carefully past Brad’s head, where the assailant was peering out with one bloodshot eye. “You know,” Paul said through gasping breaths, “this ability gives me hyperaccurate aim.”

	The man ducked completely behind Brad and extended his arm to fire his pistol at Paul without looking. The trajectory was nowhere close. Paul didn’t move.

	But Tyler did. As soon as the man’s pistol was pointed away from Brad, Tyler threw a sharp elbow directly into the man’s temple. Brad grabbed his shooting arm. The two of them had the assailant pinned on the ground in a matter of seconds.

	His chest heaving up and down, sweat dripping down his face, Paul couldn’t help but grin. That’s my boy.

	The others slowly emerged from behind the cars. Paul ordered Tyler to grab his wheelchair. He handed the assault rifle to Brad, to cover the man on the ground. “You’re going to have to take credit for this.”

	Brad nodded. “As always.”

	Ruth ran over and hugged her husband tightly. “As always? How often do you two pull stunts like this?”

	Leia, still clutching Neil for protection, stood with her mouth agape. “What just happened here?”

	Paul turned to her. “Did I mention that when I took one-oh for the first time, DP healed my legs? That guy doesn’t do anything halfway.” He rotated his head to survey the assailants scattered across the parking lot, even as sirens wailed in the background. “So, now you’ve seen my gift.”


CHAPTER 22

	 

	In her entire life, Leia had never felt so alive. Initiating a 10910 addiction afforded the benefit of a magnificent rush—the rest of the task force confirmed that—but the main reason for this feeling was that she had previously been a dead woman walking. What a difference a single pill could make.

	The only downside was that her first dosage had eradicated every trace of the snake virus from her blood, leaving no indication she was ever infected. Neil hacked through the UTA computer system in an attempt to recover her previous testing results, but she had been too thorough in covering her tracks. There was still no scientific proof that 10910 was an effective remedy.

	Existence of the snake virus, however, had been confirmed and finally made public by the CDC. After the five assailants from the steak house parking lot were tested—several posthumously—and each was determined to be severely infected, the CDC director decided to warn the nation. She figured the general population would help identify infected people so they could be quarantined quickly, hopefully averting a pandemic.

	The director did rightfully acknowledge who had discovered the virus—the suddenly world-famous Dr. Leia Jenner. In the week since the broadcast, Leia had entertained an exhausting number of reporters and journalists. She turned out to be a natural in front of the camera, although the most agonizing part for her was keeping a lid on the fact that one-oh was the cure. If she should even hint at it, a hundred fellow researchers would repeat her lab experiments using 10910 against the virus and then make her a laughingstock. That wouldn’t be very productive.

	“Hey, Princess.” Ming’s voice rang across the UTA lab. “Whatcha researching? I thought you’d already discovered the miracle drug.”

	“I’m analyzing the snake virus symptoms based on the DNA corruption they cause.” Leia looked over at her friend as she approached. “And yes, not only have we found the cure, but I’m beginning to think that it’s the only remedy that could be effective. Speaking of which, are you sure you don’t want to take one-oh? I’m not exaggerating when I tell you it’s the greatest thing ever.”

	Ming shot her an annoyed glance. “You tested me yourself earlier today—no snake virus.”

	“But that’s not even the most important reason for taking it.”

	“You’ve already given me the sales pitch. I’m still not buying it. Not to mention that I’m completely shocked that you, of all people, suddenly subscribe to this theory about some darkness substance you can’t see or test for. You never would have gone for something like that before. I think the snake virus messed up your brain, and now that you’re addicted, you don’t want to view the situation rationally. Or scientifically.”

	That hurt a little. But Leia would have said the same thing before her first pill. “Please think about it.”

	“I’ve already thought about it. If I get infected, then we can talk.”

	“But what if the virus affects your mind to where you can’t think logically enough to take a pill when you need it?”

	Ming rolled her eyes. “Hey, what time is your meeting?”

	Not such a slick way of escaping the topic, but she was right—Leia was already late for her daily conference call. She hurried to the conference room, strode to the front, and turned on the audiovisual equipment. The projector in the corner of the lab flickered to life with a camera feed from Paul’s computer, showing Ruth and Claire leaning into the image as well. After the parking lot incident, Paul and Brad had become extremely cautious, instructing Claire and Aaron to move in with the Topasteehls and Neil to stay with Brad. No one was allowed to travel alone, not even to the grocery store. State-of-the-art security systems were installed at both houses as well as the rental house where Leia and Ming were staying, all courtesy of Mo.

	Oddly, Paul was seated in his wheelchair. Leia had to ask. “I already know you can walk. What’s the deal? Are you really more comfortable in that thing?”

	Paul grimaced. “I still have chronic pain in my back and legs. I think it’s a thorn in the flesh that DP left me with so I don’t forget where I came from. Or how I got here. To keep me humble. Sometimes I have to get a shot that numbs the entire lower half of my body.” Paul used his arms to readjust himself in his chair. “Like right now.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not. I’m thankful I can walk at all.”

	“Based on what I saw at the restaurant last week, you can do more than walk. It’s like you’re invincible.”

	Paul snorted. “I wish. That’s about the maximum number of people I can track simultaneously. If they had brought a bigger crew, we would have been in trouble.”

	Brad’s computer joined the meeting, and then Mo’s, with warm greetings all around. Amazing how close this group was, given that several of them hadn’t known each other very long. Facing a calamitous threat as a team bonds people like nothing else.

	Paul started in his now typical fashion. “Is everyone being safe?” 

	“Yes, sir,” Tyler replied, sauntering into the conference room girlfriend in tow. “Rachel and I have even been practicing some hand-to-hand self-defense.”

	Leia gave them a sideways glance. “More like lip-to-lip self-defense. Have y’all worked on any of the research I asked for?”

	Rachel blushed. “Almost finished. We’ll be done before we leave tonight.”

	Her latest presentation displayed on the screen as Leia explained her recent findings. She had been studying the DNA alterations made by the snake virus. One of the main deviations was that the virus infused into the host the inclination to prey on one’s own species, similar to how the blue coral snake eats other snakes, a rather uncommon phenomenon.

	“I gotta ask something,” Brad interrupted. “Is it possible that the Hobblers were infected with the snake virus?”

	The question threw Leia off track. “The Hobblers? Those serial killers you apprehended last year?”

	“Yeah. It drives me nuts that these guys, who had an inkling to prey on fellow humans, had tattoos of a blue coral snake on their arms. And now, you find this virus that comes from that same kind of snake.”

	“The virus didn’t exactly come from the blue coral snake,” Leia corrected him. “It has DNA similar in parts to a blue coral snake’s DNA. But we only figured that out about a month ago. Even if the Hobblers were infected with the snake virus, they wouldn’t have known the DNA structure to tell the tattoo artist.”

	“Can’t we exhume one of the Hobblers’ bodies and test for it?”

	“We could try. But that still wouldn’t explain the tattoo—viruses don’t manifest themselves as skin art. Plus, the Hobblers died over a year ago. Why did no one else contract an infection until Jack Hostman popped up on the scene only a few months ago?”

	Brad looked off screen and shook his head. “I don’t get it. I mean, what are the odds?”

	That was a good point, Leia had to admit.

	“Where do we think Jack got the virus from?” Paul asked.

	Rachel perked up. “Ooh, we’ve got some info on that. Jack Hostman is a lieutenant in the army. Guess where he was recently assigned to security detail? Lab inspections in China!”

	Leia flinched. The memory of her first trip to Asia flooded her mind. The trip where she arranged transport of her parents’ corpses back to the States for their funeral. Right after both had succumbed to a respiratory disease.

	“So, this virus originated in China?” Paul continued.

	“The CDC is following up with the World Health Organization,” Leia said, her voice shakier than she would have liked. “But so far, no confirmed cases of snake virus anywhere but here.”

	“Here, meaning in the US.”

	“Actually, all reported cases to date are in Texas,” Tyler said. “Besides the folks we’ve already tested, there’s the five guys Dad took out at the steak house and several call girls, who the CDC thinks might have caught it from our parking lot commandos.”

	“Probably out partying with the down payment money for the job to whack all of us,” Brad noted.

	A crease formed between Paul’s eyes. “Speaking of that, if it was Jack who arranged the hit on us, where did he get the money from? Those guys were pros, so I’m sure they didn’t come cheap. Did the Delphi nuthouse forget to take away Jack’s checkbook? And even if he had access to his bank, where did he get that kind of cash? Army lieutenants don’t typically rake in the big bucks.”

	The conference call fell silent. After a minute, Paul had to ask if he had accidentally been on mute.

	“Nah, we heard ya,” Brad replied. “I think that none of us knows what to do about that guy.”

	A long pause. Then Paul straightened up in his wheelchair. “We should go visit him.”

	It wasn’t clear who Paul was addressing, but Brad turned the most pale. “Are you serious? I told ya, that guy’s like two hundred pounds of liquid evil with human skin stretched over it. Besides, I think the CDC’s got his cell sealed off. No visitors allowed.”

	Another gap of silence. “Leia could get us in.”

	Leia’s gut turned to stone. She shrank back into her chair. That sick, twisted, inhuman creature that had beguiled her so easily. Her lips parted to categorically deny his request, to emote a string of reasoning why Paul’s plan would be not only foolhardy but dangerous and probably more damaging than useful. But she found herself only able to spastically shake her head.

	A slight look of compassion graced Paul’s face, probably as much emotion as she had ever seen from him, but his steely gaze never wavered. “You won’t have to see him,” Paul said quietly. “Just get Brad and me through the quarantine.”

	Her stomach churned again. She could taste bile in the back of her throat. The only consolation Leia found was in the corner of the screen, where Brad appeared equally as horrified at Paul’s suggestion as she felt.

	Thankfully, Paul gave it a rest. “What else do we need to cover today?”

	Leia looked down at her notes but found herself unable to focus on the words. “Uh, I think that’s enough for tonight. I need to do some more research on this virus to see if there are any more clues as to its origin.”

	Paul ended the meeting, thanked everyone for their hard work, and spouted off a laundry list of safety measures he insisted they all employ. Then his video stream ended, as did Mo’s.

	But one face remained on the screen. “Are you okay?” Neil asked, his voice warm with comfort. “Want me to come visit you?”

	Oh, how wonderful that would be. But it would take him almost an hour to get to UTA, and Leia was falling apart at this moment. It would have to be virtual. At least she could lose herself in his eyes. “Call my computer in the lab.”

	About fifteen minutes into her call with Neil, Ming approached her desk. “Are you about ready to go home?”

	Leia glanced back at the image on the screen. “I’m probably going to be a while. Why don’t you take my car back to the rental house? I’ll get a ride with Tyler and Rachel.” She pulled the keys out of her purse and handed them to her friend. “Make sure to have security walk you the whole way.”

	The video call lasted for well over an hour as Leia poured out her heart. This wasn’t like her—she was usually sassy, in-control Dr. Leia Jenner, the astute researcher with the answer for everything. But not tonight. Once her avalanche of feelings began tumbling toward Neil, there was no stopping it. Not with the way he looked at her with those big, blue eyes. He asked precisely the right amount of questions along the way, letting her do most of the talking, but implicitly letting her know that he was listening to her every word. That he cared about her every word. Leia had never felt so connected to someone.

	“I’ve probably gotta get back to work,” she said at last. “There has to be some evidence as to where this virus originated from. I’ve got to find it.”

	“You’re sure you’re okay?”

	“Yeah, I am. Sorry I talked your ear off tonight. I just—”

	“It’s okay. I really enjoyed it. I hadn’t seen that side of you before.”

	Leia feigned hurt. “What side is that? My wimpy, clingy, needy side?”

	“No, no. Your, uh, emotional side.”

	“Oh. You’re saying I’m some hypersensitive, overemotional female?”

	“Not overemotional. Right-amount-emotional. I liked—”

	“So, I’m not usually emotional enough for you?”

	Neil rolled his eyes. “For heaven’s sake.”

	Leia giggled, then smiled. “Hey, thanks for listening.”

	“Sure. Say, um, are you gonna be researching all through the weekend?”

	“Definitely. I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to figure out the origin thing. I’ll barely have time to eat.”

	Neil’s face fell. “Oh. Uh, okay. So, yeah. I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

	“Okay. Bye.” Leia disconnected the call.

	Her heart was as warm as a space heater; her anxiety magically quelled by this wonderful, caring, and unbelievably cute man. Not to mention the only male she’d ever been attracted to that might be smarter than her. Might be. Although, it was odd that he seemed annoyed at the end.

	Leia smacked her palm into her forehead. Was Neil going to ask her out? Was that why he wanted to know if she had to work all weekend? Oh no. And not only did she indicate she was busy, but she also threw in that she wouldn’t have time to eat! Real smart, Dr. Jenner.

	She grabbed her phone to call him back. But what would she say? That she wasn’t working that hard this weekend? That she would have time to grab a bite should someone need someone else to grab a bite with? There had to be a way—

	What was that sound? Leia glanced around the lab. It was empty now except for her. And eerily quiet. Her call with Neil had been so engrossing that she hadn’t noticed. But now the place felt strange and foreboding.

	The hairs rose on the back of her neck. She wasn’t alone. Someone else was in the lab. Behind the giant instruments that filled the center of the room. Her heart began to race, slamming against the inside of her chest. She crept cautiously forward, eyes narrowing at the area behind the large equipment, ears attuned for another sound.

	She had almost reached the first machine when she froze. What was she doing? If there was someone hiding in the lab, how was she going to confront him? She didn’t have some secret mixed martial arts training to take him out, and the guy was probably much bigger than her. She was defenseless.

	She tapped on her phone to dial campus security just as the person hiding behind the equipment shifted position. He was coming for her. Instinctively, she backed away, her vision tunnel-focused on whatever was about to jump out at her.

	“Hello, security? I’m in the main microbiology lab at—”

	“Doctor Jenner?” It was Tyler’s voice. He and Rachel peeked around the cluster of instruments.

	Relief and annoyance simultaneously washed over her as she apologized and disconnected the call. “What in the world were you two doing back there?”

	Rachel’s cheeks reddened. “Um, research?”

	“Right. You two scared me to death!”

	Tyler dropped his chin to his chest. “We’re sorry, Doctor Jenner. We should have thought of that, especially after everything that’s gone down lately. It won’t happen again.”

	The anger inside of Leia dissipated surprisingly quickly. The afterglow from her conversation with Neil must have overwhelmed it. “Fine. Just make sure I know where you are at all times.”

	“You know, Neil put that app on our phones that tracks everyone’s location.” Tyler leaned over her phone and tapped the screen. “It’s amazingly accurate.”

	Leia reverse pinched the screen to focus on three icons with the letters L, T, and R, all displayed over the UTA microbiology building. But something caught her eye. Something abnormal, out of place.

	She manipulated the image again, then tilted the device toward Tyler and Rachel. “Why is Ming still in the parking lot?” she asked, wagging a finger at the blue M in the corner.

	Rachel shrugged. “Maybe talking to one of the hot security guards?”

	“For an hour?” Leia tapped the phone icon, then held the device to her ear. The rings seemed an eternity apart. Then voicemail.

	She disconnected and redialed, which seemed to take even longer to ring through. With each passing second, anxiety swelled up inside her. Paul’s safety protocol insisted everyone answer their phones whenever caller ID displayed another task force member’s phone. Especially for back-to-back calls. “Something’s wrong.”

	The trio hurried through the maze of corridors to the back entrance. They intended to have the security guard accompany them as they left the building, but the chair where he normally sat was ominously vacant.

	The parking lot beyond the glass doors was mostly empty. Leia located her car, resting silently where she had parked it, a lone island in a quiet, still ocean of blacktop. The night was hot and sticky, lacking breeze or movement. The only sound was the distant murmur of sparse traffic.

	“According to the app, Ming is on the far side of the lot,” Tyler said.

	But there wasn’t anyone on the far side of the lot. Only some hedges that obscured the view of the street beyond. Where was Ming?

	Leia rushed across the asphalt with Tyler and Rachel at her heels. The noise from the occasional passing vehicle grew louder as they approached the hedges. She spotted Ming’s purse almost immediately, nestled in the shrubbery as if someone had randomly tossed it there. Inside was Ming’s phone, wallet, and the keys to Leia’s car.

	But Ming was nowhere to be found.


CHAPTER 23

	 

	Leia glanced over at Brad as he navigated yet another journey to the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. It was a long, quiet ride. But not in a good way. Not the kind of ride old army buddies take to visit one of their fellow soldiers, knowing they would always be the best of friends, even if the conversation waned. More like the ride the American soldiers took in their flat-bottomed boats toward the beaches at Normandy. Knowing they were either about to die or going to save the world. Or maybe both.

	He would look over at her cell phone now and then, even as she tried to shield it from his eyes. As a distraction, she tilted her head toward the back seat and said, “Paul, tell me again what you’re planning to ask Jack once we get there.”

	“We need to try and figure out how he got infected and when he first started to feel snake virus symptoms. I also want to know what his motivation is. To find out why he’s so hell-bent on trying to kill all of us.” Paul made a good showing as a leader, but his words expressed more confidence than the tone of his voice. “And I want to look him in the eye and let him know that, in the end, he’s going to lose.”

	“He will be more confident now than ever. After he was able to nab …” Brad’s voice trailed off.

	Leia fought back the tears, allowing her rage to overwhelm the intense sadness that clung to her like a coffee stain. Jack had nabbed Ming. Her best friend in the whole world. And Leia was to blame.

	No one verbalized it, but it was clear that the intended target was Leia. Ming just happened to decide to drive Leia’s car home that night, which is why she was abducted instead. Fate had spared Leia, but at the cost of her friend’s life.

	Brad had been the first to arrive at the crime scene. Leia had never seen him so unsettled. Not after he heard the details. Young female abducted from a parking lot late at night. No trace of foul play. The lone camera aimed at that section of the parking lot inopportunely malfunctioning. The difference this time was that a security guard was missing as well.

	After twenty minutes, Brad rushed off without a word. Only later did Leia find out that he had gone straight to Claire, waking her in the middle of the night, frantic to leverage her special ability to save Ming and the guard. But the nightmare only got worse. In the early hours of the next morning, their bodies were discovered deep in the woods of Hopkins County. Both Ming and the security guard were naked and hanging from a tree by their necks, a thick pool of blood beneath. Each had one foot amputated. Worst of all, the site was a stone’s throw from the shallow grave where Brad had unearthed the corpse of Sarah McCluskey, the first Hobbler victim to be located by Claire.

	Jack was toying with them. Messing with their minds. Torturing their souls with a Hobbler-style murder of one of their own. Paul pressed forward with his plan to interrogate Jack, but to Leia, their mission was futile. It was like playing poker and asking your opponent if he was bluffing. There was no reason for him to reveal anything. Jack held all the cards.

	 

	 

	Leia glanced down at her phone yet again. The screen still displayed Neil’s photo, goofy grin and all, directly above the green icon. The Call icon. Call him. Call him now. You’re dying to talk to him.

	But her hand didn’t move, didn’t flinch. She wouldn’t be calling Neil. Not today. Because she couldn’t hide from him, and almost for sure, she would disclose too much. Then he would try to talk her out of it, to convince her to abandon her plan, and she couldn’t have any of that.

	“You know you have to tap that green button to actually talk to him.” Brad interrupted her thoughts, again spying on her phone from the driver’s seat rather than watching the road. “He’d be thrilled to hear from you.”

	Leia swiveled her head and stared out the passenger’s window. The nondescript, wooded fields slowly rambled past. “No, he wouldn’t.”

	“Sure he would. Neil’s got a thing for you like I’ve never seen. He talks about you all the time—and I mean all the time. He can’t even say your name without getting that goofy grin on his face.”

	Gritting her teeth, Leia forced her mind to think about anything other than Neil’s smile. The one that shot electricity through her body every time he flashed it at her.

	Brad sighed. “I don’t understand how you can’t see it. It’s unbelievably obvious he likes you.”

	“Excuse me?” Paul’s deep voice reverberated from the back seat of the van. “I’m sorry, Brad, did you say that you’re surprised that Leia can’t tell when someone has a crush on her?”

	Thankful to have the focus on someone else, Leia clicked to another app on her phone so the subject wouldn’t come up again. She wasn’t going to tell Neil or anyone else what she was thinking. The creature named Jack Hostman was so terrifying that she had been completely unwilling to visit him again. That was until Ming’s murder infuriated her so much that a plan hatched itself in her mind. If Jack’s evil powers came from the snake virus, then why not cut it off at the source? Especially since there was the one substance that could eradicate the infection.

	10910.

	A sizable, highly concentrated dosage injected directly into his bloodstream would surely do the trick. The drug was too innocuous to kill him but powerful enough to wipe out the virus from his bloodstream. Worst case, his body would reject the narcotic, similar to how other unwitting recipients of the drug had puked it up shortly thereafter. That would be even more gratifying, watching that monster squirm in agony as his cells tried to withstand the overwhelming power of 10910.

	“You really think Jack’s gonna tell us anything?” Brad asked, apparently no longer interested in the topic of romantic crushes.

	Paul paused for a beat. “From what I’ve heard, he’s a pretty cocky guy. Sometimes, people like that can’t help but brag about themselves. Maybe we can trick him into revealing something. Any information could be useful.”

	Leia turned toward the side window, careful to hide her expression from Paul. She had been waiting for the right moment to casually toss out her suggestion. Her cover to justify sticking a needle in Jack’s arm while hoping they didn’t notice that she was pumping in as much liquid as she was withdrawing. “I want to get a blood sample while we’re there.”

	“Don’t you already have one?”

	“Yeah, but I want to see if his viral load has changed over time. As you said, any information could be useful.”

	“We’re almost there.” Brad motioned toward the green sign for the Temple highway exit. “I’d love to figure out how he’s pulling off all these stunts while locked in a rubber room under strict CDC-monitored quarantine.”

	Leia cringed. She had succumbed to Jack’s powers of persuasion, almost assassinating Claire based on his directives. “That’s his evil gift. Supernatural knowledge and the ability to use it to get people to do his bidding.”

	“You know what would resolve this entire situation?” Paul asked. “Convincing Jack to take a pill.”

	Beads of perspiration formed on the back of Leia’s neck. She resisted the urge to turn and look at Paul, fearful her face would give her away. Did he know of her plan? Was he trying to get her to confess her true intentions?

	Brad snorted. “That would be like convincing Hitler to retire in 1939 rather than invade Poland. Good luck with that.”

	“One-oh is powerful enough to save even the most …” Paul’s voice changed pitch. “What in the world?”

	As the van made the final turn, they all stared ahead at the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. Or what used to be Delphi. The entire building was gone, replaced with smoldering heaps of ashes and brick. The destruction was so complete that it looked like one of the patients had grown to fifty feet tall, then stomped all over the clinic, grinding it to rubble beneath their feet. Not a single section of the facility remained standing or unscorched.

	Police cars with flashing lights blocked the street from both directions. Several large fire engines and a host of ambulances filled the parking lot. Brad pulled the van up to one of the patrol cars, then rolled down his window and flashed his badge when the officer approached. “What happened here?”

	“Not sure yet,” the policeman replied. “Current theory is some kind of gas leak that caused an explosion.”

	Paul leaned forward and showed his NEA credentials as well. “An explosion big enough to level the entire building?”

	“Must have been a pretty bad leak, I guess. Or maybe it’s related to some drug deal gone bad, although I don’t know why they’d want to blow up the place. I suppose that’s why the NEA is here, huh?”

	A quizzical look formed on Paul’s face. “Uh, yeah. Right. We’re going to look around a bit, okay?”

	Brad found a parking spot down the street, then wheeled Paul up the sidewalk and toward the building. Leia followed behind, carrying her medical bag out of habit, even though she had no idea what she would do with her syringe filled with liquefied 10910 at this point. Was this Jack’s doing? Collateral damage from his escape? Or was Jack dead? Maybe someone blew up the building to take him out. If so, he sure deserved it. Not to mention that would be a pretty convenient solution to all their problems. But who would do such a thing?

	After locating the officer in charge, they flashed their badges again and inquired about the people in the clinic. They were told there didn’t appear to be any survivors and the casualty list was still being compiled as bodies continued to be pulled from the rubble. The officer pointed to several body bags lined up near what used to be the entrance. One of the bags looked longer than the others, like it was being stretched from within.

	“I think I might know this guy,” Brad said, pain etched on his face. The officer unzipped the top to reveal the charred face of Deshaun, the kind orderly who had escorted them on their previous visits. And who was probably a fellow one-oh user. A tear escaped Leia’s eye and slid down her cheek as she watched Brad turn away and grimace.

	The officer zipped up the bag and offered his condolences. Then he turned to Paul. “You think this is drug-related somehow? Is that why there are so many NEA agents here?”

	“Excuse me?” Paul scanned the area, then turned to Brad. “We probably need to get out of here.”

	Brad whipped the wheelchair around and made his way through the debris littering the ground. They didn’t make it far.

	“Paul? Paul Topasteehl?”

	An athletic woman in a smart pantsuit strode toward them. Her ponytail was cinched back tightly, not a strand out of place, and she was wearing designer sunglasses. She didn’t look familiar, but Leia could tell Paul and Brad knew her. This was probably the person they didn’t want to run into.

	Paul turned and seemed to feign surprise. “Sandy. What in the world are you doing here?”

	After giving a once-over to Brad and Leia, Sandy smirked ever so slightly. “I could ask you the same question.”

	Paul turned to survey the wreckage. “What happened here? Is this some type of narcotic-related incident?”

	“We got a tip that large quantities of 10910 were being distributed from this facility. We were shocked to find the place destroyed when we arrived. Oddly coincidental.”

	“Why would someone blow up an entire mental health clinic to cover up a drug operation? They could just move it somewhere else.”

	Sandy cocked her head slightly to the side. She and Paul must have a long history, and this appeared to be some type of mind game they played with each other. “I suppose. But you never explained why you’re here. Along with Brad and …” She studied Leia carefully. “Have we met?” Then it struck her. “Are you Doctor Jenner?”

	“Nice to meet you,” Leia muttered, beginning to extend her hand but quickly retracting it as Sandy’s gaze returned to Paul.

	“How do you know Doctor Jenner?” Sandy asked, her tone accusatory.

	“I’m working with her on an investigation related to the snake virus,” Brad interjected. “One of the patients here was infected, and we wanted to see if he knows anything about several recent murders.”

	Sandy finally ended her staring contest with Paul and glanced over at Brad. “Ah, right. You solved another serial killer case recently, didn’t you? The Handyman Killer. Although, the heavy lifting was probably done by Claire, am I right?”

	“Yeah, I’d be lost without her.” Brad looked over at the remains of the building behind him. “Doesn’t look like we’re gonna be interviewing anyone today. We’d better get going.”

	“I’ll walk you to your car.” Sandy stepped in front of Leia, walking close to Brad and Paul as they made their way back to the van. “It makes sense why Brad and Doctor Jenner are here, but what about you, Paul? I don’t know of any NEA connection to the snake virus.”

	“I’m just along for the ride,” Paul replied. “You know, wanted to get out of the house for a change. When Brad told me about needing to come here, I asked if I could tag along.”

	“So, you’re taking a vacation day?”

	“Something like that.”

	Sandy chuckled. “Paul Topasteehl, you are truly one of a kind. I’ll catch up with you at work tomorrow.” She turned on her heel and strode off.

	No one spoke again until they were on the highway back to Dallas. “Is it me, or did nothing today make sense whatsoever?” Brad asked. “I don’t think this day could get any more bizarre.”

	“The building explosion has to be related to Jack,” Paul said. “It’s way too coincidental otherwise.”

	Leia had already come to the same conclusion. “Maybe Jack somehow blew up the place to facilitate his escape. He is a master manipulator.”

	“I dunno,” Brad said. “Sounds like the explosion killed everyone in the building. If this was Jack, he would need to find a way to escape first, then go back and blow the place up after he was already free. That’s a pretty heavy-handed way of covering your tracks. And risky since you’d have to plant explosives throughout the facility to cause that kind of damage. I’m gonna guess they’ll find Jack’s body in the rubble. The only question is whodunit.”

	They spent the rest of the ride back to Dallas brainstorming the answer. Their best guess was that DP had gotten sick of his evil and decided to take him out. Although, it would be strange for DP to let Deshaun die as well, not to mention the other Delphi employees and CDC personnel at the site.

	As they approached UTA to drop Leia off, Brad took a call on his cell phone. That was when the day actually did get more bizarre. Much more.

	“What’s going on?” Leia asked as soon as the call ended. She couldn’t hear most of the conversation, but from listening to Brad’s end, something both unexpected and horrendous had occurred. And it seemed to disturb his very soul.

	It took almost a minute for Brad to compose himself. When he did speak, his voice was hollow, haunted, like he had received word that a nuclear missile was about to wipe out the city and there was no time to escape. “They found some DNA on Ming’s body. DNA that belongs to the killer.”

	“Were they able to match it to someone?” Leia asked.

	Brad nodded, the muscles in his face tightening into knots.

	“So they know who killed Ming? Who? Can we trace him back to Jack?”

	Brad shook his head and stared off into space.

	Leaning forward, Paul placed a reassuring hand on Brad’s shoulder. “Whose DNA is it?”

	“Stanley Fricule. The Hobblers. The dead Hobblers.”

	 


CHAPTER 24

	 

	Was Jack Hostman dead? The question had plagued Paul for the past week, ever since he’d witnessed the devastation of the Delphi Mental Health Clinic in Temple. The official story continued to claim that the cause was a gas leak, but his inside sources quietly relayed the truth: the destruction appeared more indicative of a large-scale, military-grade explosive device. Which would make more sense, considering that the scene resembled a war zone more than a typical building fire. Unfortunately, many of the bodies were decimated beyond identification, even with dental records, so Jack’s death couldn’t be confirmed.

	Perhaps he had hired another round of commandos who went the double cross route and killed him instead. Then again, with his Claire-like ability, he should have been able to see that coming. No, if Jack was dead, it was due to some powerful force that concluded his time was up and was willing to go to great lengths to guarantee his demise, regardless of the collateral damage. That way, even if Jack had known ahead of time, there would have been no escape for him.

	The event was glossed over in the news, receiving only a short segment on the local station, nothing more. Lately, most of the coverage had centered around the spread of the snake virus, which was increasing at an alarming rate. Cases were popping up in cities across the country, almost always after the police apprehended a homicide suspect, all of whom were now routinely tested. Many were businessmen who had recently traveled to Dallas and hooked up with one of the infected call girls whom the CDC had yet to identify and quarantine.

	Not that the quarantining process itself was very effective. One infected woman from Seattle led a protest against the CDC, defying the order to isolate herself. She claimed this treatment was akin to what the US government did to the Japanese Americans during World War II. The courts were still trying to hash things out, but for now, snake virus quarantine was mostly optional.

	The most disturbing news, however, were the exploits of the people infected with the snake virus. The accounting partner who stabbed his manager in the eye with a pen during their weekly one-on-one. The coach who drove his van full of youth soccer players across the median and head-on into a gasoline tanker truck. The mom who threw her twin toddlers in the oven and set it on self-clean until the downwind neighbor phoned the police. It was like reality had somehow turned into a horror movie.

	These events only added to the surreal flavor Paul’s life had taken on in the past few weeks. How had another Hobbler murder occurred? And not simply a copycat of his MO but with actual DNA evidence that matched the nefarious twins, confirmed dead over a year ago. Were they really triplets? Did Jack somehow know about the third brother and send him after Leia? It all seemed so improbable.

	The situation with his coworker Sandy was less odd but inexplicable as well. What were the chances she would get assigned to an NEA case in Temple at the Delphi Mental Health Clinic? And then show up at around the same time that Paul, Leia, and Brad were intending to interrogate Jack? 

	Something was definitely amiss with her, especially since Sandy had texted Paul yesterday and requested that he arrange a meeting with Leia. He had scheduled it for today at his house, since he had insisted Leia move into the Topasteehl residence after Ming’s abduction. Although, her safety was less of a concern now if Jack was out of the picture.

	Paul’s best guess was that Sandy had somehow found out that 10910 cured the snake virus, and President Claitideon had sent her to verify that with the now-famous Dr. Leia Jenner. His conundrum was to determine if they should confirm or deny that fact to Sandy. They still didn’t have scientific proof that one-oh would eradicate the virus, only testimonies from Mo and Leia. It was a problem that their snake virus task force brainstormed continually, strategizing how to contact some of the currently quarantined infectees and convince them to take a pill.

	The motion detector app on Paul’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. The driveway camera displayed an SUV pulling up. Sandy, dressed sharply in a tan pantsuit with heels, climbed out of the vehicle and strode purposefully toward the front door. Ever since she took over as the 10910 liaison to the president, she had upped her wardrobe several notches. Her face was taut but expressionless, and she wore boutique sunglasses, giving her the air of an NEA agent on a mission.

	Paul quit his pacing across the family room, shut off the television, and settled into his wheelchair. Leia and Ruth, summoned by the motion detector apps on their phones, appeared in the doorway. He nodded to his wife that he was ready, along with a quick “love you” wink. She smiled and departed to answer the door.

	Leia made herself comfortable on the couch. “I’m following your lead.”

	Paul nodded. “Let’s not reveal anything until we feel her out. We have to assume she’s the enemy in this situation until we determine otherwise.”

	They turned silent once they heard the door open. Ruth escorted Sandy to the living room, then offered beverages, which everyone declined. He studied Sandy closely, searching for a twinge of guilt about the last time she had accepted a drink from Ruth, when she’d intentionally spilled it on Paul to check if he was truly paralyzed. Fortunately, his legs had been sedated that day, and his secret remained just that. Her face revealed nothing.

	As everyone found their seats, Ruth turned to Sandy. “You know, Deb’s piano teacher is divorced and a really sweet guy. Maybe we could have the both of you over to dinner sometime. I think you’d get along great.”

	It was a setup. Paul had planted this question with his wife ahead of time. A topic that would throw Sandy off-balance, making her more likely to slip up when they got to the serious conversation. Ruth had executed it so naturally—a perfect partner in crime. Wow, he loved that woman.

	“Actually, I’m seeing someone.” Sandy’s voice was upbeat and steady, her eyes hidden behind her dark glasses. “His name is Jonathan. We’ve been dating for a couple of weeks now.”

	“Oh, that’s wonderful. How did you two meet?” Ruth’s voice was genuine and sincere, impressive considering their ploy had clearly failed.

	“He’s a presidential advisor—Claitideon herself introduced us. He had literally moved to DC the day before and didn’t know anybody in town, so we ended up having dinner. He’s an amazing guy. I’ve never met anyone like him before.” Sandy turned to Leia. “Speaking of relationships, I understand one of my fellow agents has a massive crush on Doctor Jenner here.”

	Leia turned four different shades of red at once.

	“Yeah, the entire NEA office is a veritable gossip hotspot,” Paul interjected to break the tension. “I should have warned you about that.”

	Sandy grinned. “Neil’s a great guy. And unbelievably smart. You two would make a perfect couple.”

	So much for throwing Sandy off-balance. If anything, she had turned the tables by mentioning Neil. Might as well get down to business. “What did you want to discuss today?”

	Everything the relationship banter had failed to accomplish happened in spades with that question. Sandy shifted in her seat and stared down at the coffee table. She chewed on her lip for a few seconds, then took a deep breath. Then another. When she spoke, her voice was hollow. “I need to know about the snake virus.”

	“We’ve made our research public,” Leia said. “I can send you pointers to all of our latest findings.”

	Sandy still didn’t look up. “Is there a cure?”

	“We’re working as hard as we can on that. But as of now, we don’t have any scientific evidence for the efficacy of any specific medicine.”

	Finally raising her head to peer at Leia, Sandy leaned forward. “But you have an experimental treatment, don’t you? Some drug that shows at least a little promise of curing the virus?”

	Paul put his hands on his armrests, careful not to move his legs. “Why are you so interested in a snake virus cure?”

	Sandy glanced around the room, from Leia to Ruth and finally to Paul. Then, she raised her hand to her face and slowly dragged her sunglasses down her nose and toward her lap.

	It felt like the air had suddenly been sucked out of the room. Leia and Ruth both gasped and shrank back in their seats. Paul peered at his colleague, one of his closest allies through a myriad of NEA battles throughout the years.

	Sandy’s eyes were bloodshot.

	Not allergy or pinkeye bloodshot. Snake virus bloodshot. Powerful red bolts of lightning splintered across the whites of her eyes, pulsating as if they had a life of their own, vanishing under her eyelids but appearing like they would extend across her entire body.

	“I have it, don’t I?” Sandy spoke softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I can’t see anything in the mirror, but I know when some people look at me. The way you’re all looking at me right now.”

	“You can’t see it in yourself,” Leia said. “The virus affects the frontal lobe of the brain, corrupting logical thought capabilities. Even though your sight captures the bloodshot symptom, your brain filters out that detail when your mind tries to process it. In fact, most of the time, you’ll refuse to believe you’re infected, especially during the lunatic phase of the cycle. Your only hope is a moment of clarity.”

	“How do you know all this? From interviewing people in quarantine?”

	Leia shook her head.

	Sandy’s bloodshot eyes turned as big as saucers. “You have the snake virus? But your eyes look fine. Or can’t I tell?” Suddenly, her mouth gaped open. “Or were you cured?”

	Leia glanced over at Paul. This was it, the moment of truth. He hadn’t seen this coming, hadn’t anticipated this course of events. What should he do? If he told Sandy, and she didn’t take a pill, then his cover would be blown, and he’d no longer be able to protect one-oh dealers. Worse, she would be able to destroy them. A single text from her would have NEA agents swarming his house within hours, sending all of them to prison. Everything was on the line.

	“Do you have a treatment for the snake virus?” Sandy’s eyes were begging.

	His heart ached inside his chest while fear coursed through his veins. Should he risk it? It would be like running into a burning building and handcuffing yourself to one of the people inside. If you could convince that person to leave, together you would survive unscathed. But if they rejected your plan of escape, if they refused to listen to your pleas to evacuate, then you both would go up in flames. And you would have been better off standing on the curb watching them die alone.

	Sandy’s mouth turned downward, and her lower lip began to tremble. Her eyes misted over with desperation. “Please help me. Don’t let me die this way.”

	Thoughts ricocheted through his head, like rocket volleys in a championship tennis match. How could he let Sandy die when he could save her life with something he had in his pocket at this very moment? How could he endanger not only himself but his whole family as well as the entire task force? Then again, who was he to deny her the lifesaving power of one-oh? Did he really think Sandy, who had devoted her life to prosecuting this drug, would believe that 10910 was her only hope?

	Then Paul remembered that fateful night last year. The night he intended to assassinate the Dark Prophet. The thirty special forces soldiers with their assault rifles and the twelve mech-snipers with their triangle-patterned shots were mistakenly targeting his son, Tyler. DP could have easily slipped out the back during the commotion and escaped. But he didn’t. He was willing to sacrifice his life to save Tyler, regardless of whether Paul would eventually see the error of his ways. The Dark Prophet would never stand on the curb and just watch, no matter what price he would have to pay to attempt to save someone.

	Paul couldn’t stand on the curb either. “One-oh.”

	Sandy squinted at Paul. “What?”

	“It’s 10910. The illegal narcotic that we’ve spent our lives trying to ban. That’s what cures the snake virus.”

	Her pulsing, red eyes narrowed to a sliver. “Is this some kind of joke?”

	Paul stared right at Sandy, his face like stone. “No joke. Ask Doctor Jenner.”

	In an instant, Sandy’s head snapped toward Leia.

	“I was infected for weeks. I even tried to kill one of my closest friends. One-oh saved me.”

	Sandy turned away and stared off into space. “How can that be possible? We’ve done endless studies on that drug. It’s nothing but a cheap vitamin. No useful pharmaceutical material whatsoever.”

	“We don’t know how it works,” Paul said. “But it does. And do you want to see what else 10910 can do?” He waited for Sandy to glance over, then slowly rose to his feet. “That night I was shot, DP visited me in the hospital and gave me my first pill.”

	Her jaw dropped almost to the floor. Sandy watched him rise to his full height, then jump and touch the twelve-foot ceiling. “But you’ve been in a wheelchair …”

	“There’s no medical explanation for what happened to me. So, I hid my miracle from nonusers who would never believe it. Similar to how we haven’t revealed the snake virus cure to the public yet until we have more proof, since there’s no scientific support for its efficacy.” Paul reached into his pocket, withdrew the bottle, and shook a one-oh pill into his hand. “It works, I promise you. If you believe, you can be saved.”

	As if on cue, Claire appeared in the doorway to the family room. “One-oh will cure you, Sandy.”

	Sandy hopped to her feet and spun around to face her. “Claire! You’re a user too?”

	Claire smiled. “One-oh is what gives me my abilities. I’ve taken it since I was young.”

	Sandy’s bloodshot eyes glazed over, her mind apparently reeling from the revelation. “But I can’t swallow one pill. Once I take it, I’ll be addicted for life.”

	“A 10910 pill is the only known cure,” Leia said. “And from the research I’ve done, it will be difficult or impossible to discover any alternative treatment.”

	Paul walked over and stood behind Sandy. “A minute ago, you were begging us not to let you die. We’re handing you life on a silver platter. All you have to do is believe.”

	Suddenly, Sandy spun around, staggered backward, and pulled her 9mm from the holster tucked beneath her jacket. She leveled the sights right at Paul’s heart. “Stay back! Don’t move, any of you!” Her eyes seemed to glow red, the veins throbbing with snake virus lunacy as she stumbled backward out of the family room. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

	His heart suddenly in his throat, Paul struggled to breathe. What had he done? He had handcuffed himself, his family, and his closest friends to this mad woman raging with snake virus. Now they would all perish together. And he was to blame.

	“Sandy?” It was Ruth’s voice. She had risen to her feet and was cautiously approaching.

	Sandy glanced over but kept her pistol trained on Paul.

	“I know this is a lot to process, especially with all that’s happened to you. But after you leave, you’ll realize that we had everything to lose by telling you about the cure. The only reason we would claim one-oh could treat the snake virus is because it’s true.” Ruth slowly stretched out her hand toward Sandy, a 10910 in her palm. “Take this pill with you and think about everything that’s happened tonight.”

	The 9mm began to tremble in Sandy’s hands. Paul pictured the trajectory, which passed through his upper torso. Her trigger finger quivered but didn’t tighten. Her breaths came in short bursts. Her gaze cycled around the room, from Paul to Leia to Claire and finally to Ruth.

	Sandy grabbed the pill from Ruth’s palm, turned, and dashed out the front door.

	The next two hours were some of the most torturous of Paul’s life. Everyone huddled around him and reassured him he had done the right thing. That he had no other choice. That DP would have done the same thing.

	He didn’t believe a word of it.

	Until his phone buzzed. Text message from Sandy. Three blessed words.

	I took it.

	 


CHAPTER 25

	 

	Sandy was a user. A one-oh addict. One of them.

	Paul paced the family room. Such irony. The original 10910 task force, the first official team recruited and set on a mission to ban the drug, had now all succumbed to the draw and taken the pill. Every single member. 

	Sandy was the last to convert, nearly a year after Neil had reversed his allegiance. Paul had shown the young man his medical records, the scans and X-rays and obvious diagnosis that his shattered spine would never be able to issue any commands to the nervous system below his waist. Neil’s brilliant mind processed the information to its logical conclusion of paralysis. Then Paul showed him a pill and rose to his feet. After viewing the gunshot scar on Paul’s back one more time, Neil took the drug.

	A step ahead of Paul and Neil, Brad had taken one-oh for the first time when he discovered Claire was an addict, right after she had informed them of the Dark Prophet’s next rally. The fateful rally where Paul had been shot. All part of DP’s master plan, as it turned out.

	But the first 10910 task force member to convert was Nick O’Daley. Simply having that name flow through his thoughts caused Paul to wince. Paul had discovered Nick’s addiction, incorrectly postulated that he was an operative for DP, and then mercilessly murdered him. After converting to 10910 himself, Paul was riddled with remorse, thrashing through sleepless nights over his bloodguilt. He sought repentance, but Nick’s parents had both passed, and his only family was a bitter ex-wife who could have cared less about his death. There was no one to apologize to. Restitution finally came in a dream, where the Dark Prophet himself acknowledged Paul’s crime and forgave him, cryptically informing him that he would actually see Nick again someday. Somehow.

	Thus was the membership of the original 10910 task force. If President Claitideon had known that each of them would eventually become users rather than enforcers, she would have blown a gasket. And probably had them all killed.

	However, skepticism about Sandy’s conversion had been gnawing at his mind since the moment he had read her text. Did she really take the pill? The top enforcer of the ban of 10910, reporting directly to the president? Then again, the same description would apply to him back when he first became a user, desperate for salvation from his crippling gunshot wound. Not unlike how Sandy was desperate to be cured of the snake virus.

	Paul went in to work at the NEA building the day after Sandy’s visit, his mind hyperalert, searching for an inkling of deception while toting a month-late birthday present for her. He went straight to her office and asked if she had a few minutes to talk. As soon as the door was locked, she tore into the gift, extracted a 10910 from the ziplock bag inside, and downed it with a glass of water already sitting on her desk. Then she hugged him. Not a sensual hug like from their past, but a genuine hug. A hug of gratitude.

	“How do you think you caught the virus?” Paul asked. “Could it have been from your new boyfriend?”

	“I doubt it. I never noticed any redness in Jonathan’s eyes.”

	“But you would think with all the CDC warnings everywhere, he would have noticed your bloodshot eyes and said something.”

	Sandy shrugged. “Maybe I caught it after I got back from Washington. Claitideon called me out of the blue a couple of weeks ago and had me meet her in the White House that night. That’s when she introduced me to Jonathan. We only got to spend a couple of days together before I had to fly back to Texas to investigate the Delphi clinic in Temple where I ran into you.” She paused for a beat. “What were you doing there, by the way? No way you were just tagging along on one of Brad’s errands.”

	Before Paul could respond, a knock on the door stirred them both to high alert.

	“Hold on a minute!” Sandy yelled as she double-checked that her “birthday present” was locked safely in her desk.

	Paul whispered, “We’re all having dinner on Friday at my house if you can join us. Seven o’clock.”

	“That would be great.” Sandy glanced at the door, then lowered her voice further. “You need to be careful. There’s a reason I suspected you two months ago when I stopped by your house. Multiple reasons.”

	By Thursday, Sandy had texted that she couldn’t make dinner because the president had asked her to return to Washington. Unfortunate. 

	Tonight, preparations for the dinner party were underway. The snake virus task force had no lack of major topics to discuss. Sandy being top of the list.

	Paul strode into the kitchen, the savory aroma of Ruth’s famous spicy roast chicken engulfing him at the doorway. “Can I set the table for you?”

	A tight squeeze around his waist was the response. “I suppose you’re going to insist on cleaning up after dinner as well,” Ruth said. “This new version of Paul never ceases to amaze me.”

	He returned the hug. “I’ve got a lot of years of being a bad husband to make up for. But if it’s uncomfortable for you, I can look into bringing back my old self.”

	Ruth nestled into his embrace. “No, no, no. I’ll get used to it.”

	To Paul’s surprise, the main topic of conversation at dinner wasn’t Sandy’s conversion. Earlier in the day, a trial had begun for one of the early snake virus murderers—an account executive who had been infected by a local call girl came home late one night and used an extension cord to strangle his sleeping wife. His neighbors caught him burying the body in his backyard and called the authorities.

	“Did y’all catch the defense attorney’s argument?” Leia asked. “He’s claiming that the guilty party is not the account executive but the snake virus itself.”

	Claire shook her head. “Yeah, apparently the poor guy was not actually a murderer but a murder weapon used by the snake virus to choke his wife to death. Meaning that the virus is the truly guilty party.”

	“Are you kidding me?” Neil spurted out through a mouthful of peas. Tiny green shrapnel sprayed the tablecloth. “So, instead of not guilty by reason of insanity, now people can be innocent by reason of infection?”

	“For supporting evidence, the lawyer presented the crimes committed by other snake virus hosts, showing the impossibility of resisting the murderous impulses brought on by an infection. In fact,” Leia became more animated, “he argued that people infected with the snake virus could be considered an oppressed minority of American society. A minority unfairly targeted by a justice system that ignores their viral-based predisposition to do things deemed illegal by a government comprised entirely of noninfected persons.”

	Brad let out a low groan. “Just because a large fraction of one category of people commit crimes, it doesn’t make a single one of ’em any less guilty. Right and wrong don’t depend on percentages.”

	Careful to swallow before speaking this time, Neil asked, “Does that lawyer really think the jury is going to buy that load of crap?”

	“I dunno, but what else is he supposed to do? The prosecution’s got a corpse, a murder weapon with the defendant’s fingerprints on it, opportunity, and a motive of bein’ infected.” Brad counted his points on his fingers. “Plus, that account exec insisted on pleading innocent, even after confessing to the police when they first arrested him.”

	Not everyone felt that legal defense was ludicrous. Already, demonstrations were forming on the steps of the courthouse in Dallas, mainly driven by family and friends of other snake virus criminals, protesting discrimination against infected people. The media, both news and social, was split on the issue, although the voices shouting for special consideration for the account executive seemed more numerous than those crying for justice for his dead wife. Or perhaps just louder.

	The court of public opinion is a fickle thing, ebbing and flowing like a wave on the ocean. Far at sea, it’s challenging to determine which ripple will peter out and which one might be secretly surging in energy beneath the surface. Only when approaching the shore do the massive tidal waves rear their ugly heads as they prepare to swallow all pricey beachfront property in sight. How the average American would judge the snake virus infectees was anyone’s guess at this point.

	Leia changed the subject to her concern over how the CDC was handling the quarantine. In her opinion, there was ample evidence of the lethal symptoms of this pandemic—usually fatal to those closest to the person infected and, often, to the person themselves—to require a strict lockdown of anyone exposed to the virus. Why would the government hesitate to enforce this degree of quarantine? It was infuriating. Particularly as the task force struggled with a way to generate evidence of the single known cure.

	After dinner, everyone again brainstormed how to compile proof that 10910 did indeed cure the virus. Paul lamented that they didn’t get a sample of Sandy’s blood before she took the pill, although that would have been a challenge, considering she was threatening to shoot everyone as she departed. With so many new snake virus cases popping up, there had to be a way to convince a fresh infectee to try 10910. There just had to.

	They were midconversation when Paul’s phone buzzed. Text message from an unknown number. After pulling the device from his pocket, his eyes narrowed at the screen. The sender was listed as Anonymous. Phone number unknown. Not recognized. His mind raced through a list of possibilities.

	“Who is it?” Ruth asked.

	Paul was unable to speak, his body paralyzed as he stared down at the message. Three simple words.

	Get out now.

	 


CHAPTER 26

	 

	Paul’s heart was pounding in his chest as he flipped over to the security app on his phone. He instructed the others in the room to do the same. The systems were interconnected between Paul’s house and Brad’s house, allowing them to view each other’s camera feeds.

	Over a dozen ultra-high-definition cameras continually monitored the entire perimeter of his property. Paul started with the driveway cam, pinching and swiping, zooming and panning. Frantically searching for an anomaly in the scene. Anything out of place that could be a threat.

	There was nothing. The long, country road to the house was serene and peaceful, basking in the dimming light of the setting sun, resembling a discount oil painting. No vehicles, no pedestrians. Not even a stray dog. Silent.

	“Brad, what have you got?”

	“I’m lookin’ at the property to your north. Can’t tell much from this distance but looks completely quiet. Not even a light in a window.”

	“Ruth?”

	“Anthony Petroski is out mowing his yard. Nothing else.”

	Paul glanced around. Everyone was huddled over their phones, swiping and pinching. “Keep switching cameras. Let me know if anyone sees anything strange. Anything at all.”

	“Paul.” It was Claire speaking, quiet but urgent. Her voice barely containing the panic. “What did the text say?”

	Paul swallowed hard. He didn’t need to answer—she already knew.

	“It’s happening, isn’t it?” Claire said, this time to Brad. “This is when my nightmare becomes reality. Right now.” 

	Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, Brad shushed her and pulled her close. There was nothing else to say.

	“We could evacuate and watch the cameras from the road,” Tyler said. “Maybe take a couple of different cars. We can each go a different direction and meet up later.”

	Paul did another circuit through the different camera views. Still nothing. He switched to his texts. No new messages. Only those three ominous words. Get out now.

	He had to make a decision, and he had to make it fast. It all came down to timing. If they could load the cars and get far enough away from the house, then Tyler’s plan might work. But if whoever was coming for them was close, then every vehicle leaving the area would be stopped, and they’d all be caught. Waiting only increased the risk of that happening.

	Paul shot to his feet. “Alright, let’s move. We need to grab—”

	“Boss,” Neil said while scurrying over to the television and flipping it on, “you need to look at this.”

	“What is it?”

	As the large screen in the corner came to life, Neil furiously worked his own device. In a few seconds, the camera feed from the back of the Topasteehl house displayed on the television screen. “Do you see that?”

	The rear of Paul’s home faced west, toward the setting sun. The solar sphere had descended beyond the thick woods at the edge of the property, leaving a magnificent orange glow radiating over the canopy of trees. The scene looked deceptively peaceful.

	Neil zoomed in to the sky directly above the treetops. “Right there,” he said, motioning toward the top of the picture.

	In unison, everyone leaned forward and peered at the screen. Leia spoke first. “What are you talking about? That flock of birds? Or maybe a swarm of insects?”

	Neil tapped his phone some more. “I’ll back it up. Those aren’t birds, and they’re no insects. At least not the kind you’re thinking of.” He replayed the video in slow motion, zooming in closer. “Do you see the flight pattern? The swarm is continually splitting itself into smaller groups following a precise mathematical algorithm. Like a reverse Fibonacci sequence. Watch the subdivision.”

	A fresh sweat broke out on the back of Paul’s neck. His hands felt cold and numb. He never would have noticed this detail had Neil not pointed it out. But now that the young computer genius described it, it was eerily familiar. A pattern he had witnessed firsthand on multiple occasions. Including on one of the worst days of his life.

	Leia rose from her seat and moved to where Neil was standing. She pointed at the television. “What are you saying? That these aren’t natural? These dragonflies, or whatever they are?”

	Neil didn’t look at her. Instead, his head slowly turned to stare at Paul. Fear emanated from his eyes. “Those aren’t dragonflies. They’re mech-sniper drones.”

	*****

	Carson Viceroy fidgeted uncomfortably in the back of the NEA van, his knee spasming up and down with nervous energy. This was his first raid since that disaster two months ago when some giant ninja with almost supernatural abilities had incapacitated his entire team, himself included. After two days of recovering in the hospital, he went on paid leave and attended therapy, as required. But the counselor found no words that could quell his tremors or ease his recurring nightmares. So he bluffed his way through and finally convinced his superiors that the only solution was to get back in the saddle.

	Little did he know that the saddle he climbed back into would be strapped to one of the biggest horses of his career. Because this raid wasn’t against some random drug lord. No, tonight they would be ambushing none other than Paul Topasteehl, one of the greatest legends in the history of the NEA. Somehow, the internal affairs division had discovered that Paul had become a 10910 dealer, using his inside connections to avoid detection and facilitate massive drug deals behind the agency’s back.

	It should be a low-risk operation. Paul himself was wheelchair-bound, and 10910 dealers, in general, were rather peaceful folks, rarely putting up much resistance when apprehended, Carson’s last unfortunate raid notwithstanding. But the upper brass wasn’t taking any chances, deploying four mech-snipers across the rear perimeter of the Topasteehl property.

	Carson had never done a raid using this type of technology, and the training he’d received beforehand shook him with awe. Mech-snipers send out swarms of tiny sensor drones—each no larger than a dragonfly—that enable creation of a 3D, real-time image of the scene. Their artificial intelligence brains could differentiate between the NEA agents and the drug dealers, sending the object identification back to the base unit, which was hidden in a box truck. The base unit would then precisely target the enemy with its fifty-caliber turret while guaranteeing the safety of everyone else from friendly fire. In tonight’s scenario, should anyone try to flee out the back of the house, they would be immediately shot by one of the mech-sniper base units. Not by a single bullet but by a triple burst in a triangular pattern guaranteed to kill. There would be no escape.

	After an interminable twenty minutes, the message finally came through his earpiece that the drones were configured. It was time to go. With all means of exit contained by the mech-snipers, Carson and his squad only had to bust in the front door and arrest everyone inside. Simple enough. “Let’s roll, Martinez.”

	Martinez threw the van into drive, squealing the tires as he pulled out onto the street. There were two squads of six agents, blue team and red team, each approaching the target from opposite directions down the long country road. Each team would watch for vehicles fleeing the scene.

	Within minutes, the two NEA vans converged on the property. One blocked the end of the driveway. The other obstructed the two cars parked in front. Agents streamed toward the house like army ants, spreading out across the lawn.

	The home was completely dark save for a lone porch fixture illuminating the front door. No seam of light, not even a glow from a single window. Perhaps everyone was in the basement? But why? Were they warned about the bust tonight?

	“Front of the house is secure. Looks like no one is home,” Carson said into his headset.

	The voice in his earpiece responded, “We’re monitoring their cell phone positions. Four devices on the Topasteehl service, all are pinging towers that show they are inside the house. They’re in there. Go get them.”

	Carson motioned toward the red team, the six agents that would storm the house first. Battering ram at the ready, their squad maneuvered onto the porch. The blue team covered the front yard, ready to enter immediately after. A glowing LED on the doorbell camera announced their arrival to the occupants of the house.

	A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. These motion-detecting devices always negated his element of surprise. No reason to delay now. “Let’s do this.”

	Martinez and another agent reared back with the battering ram. Then froze. Martinez cussed under his breath. He turned to look at Carson, then nodded toward the door.

	The knot in Caron’s stomach rocketed its way into his throat. The hair on the back of his neck bristled. He could feel his grip involuntarily tightening on his shotgun.

	Illuminated by the dim glow of the porch light, placed carefully behind the shiny brass door handle, was a yellow Post-it note.

	Carson stared into Martinez’s eyes, which reflected his own sense of dread. The Post-it note was surely a talisman of doom.

	“Carson?” one of the other agents demanded. “What are we doing?”

	His hand trembling, Carson stepped forward and slowly peeled off the note. He tilted it backward so he could view it in the dim glow.

	This house is booby-trapped. Forced entry by any means -> BOOM! You’ve been warned.

	It wasn’t the message that terrorized him. It was the handwriting. The same handwriting as the last Post-it note he had peeled off a door during a raid. Which was how his last nightmare had begun.

	“What’s it say?” Martinez asked.

	His throat was too tight to form words. After a few seconds, Carson gave up trying to answer. His eyes blurred.

	“Tell me what it says!” Martinez shouted.

	Carson handed him the note, then turned on his heel and strode across the lawn back toward the van. A stream of curses from Martinez trailed behind him like a foul stench.

	“We’ve got a situation here,” Carson muttered into his headset when his voice finally returned. He relayed the message. But not the handwriting. There were no words to describe that.

	“It’s a bluff,” the voice in his ear replied. “There’s no way that could be true. They would have had to know we were coming a week in advance to construct something like that. And we only planned this raid yesterday.”

	Carson didn’t buy it. But he couldn’t explain why. Couldn’t explain that the Post-it note, the one with this handwriting, was his omen of death, regardless of what the message said.

	Fortunately, protocol was on Carson’s side, demanding a nonhuman approach in such a situation. After phoning the Dallas police department, they got permission to use their bomb-diffusing robot to make the entry.

	It was almost midnight by the time the robot showed up on the premises. In the meantime, the NEA agents set up spotlights to illuminate the house. His teams took up positions behind the various vehicles, searching for any hint of movement in a window or doorway. The place was unnaturally still.

	Moving at a snail’s pace that grated Carson’s nerves, the robot crawled its way up the long walk and onto the porch, positioning itself in front of the door. The controlling officer shouted out a warning, and the entire contingent of police and agents ducked down behind their vans like a troupe of synchronized prairie dogs.

	The sound of splintering wood resonated. Carson tensed and covered his ears, bracing his body against the blast that was to follow. The explosion that would impale itself on the other side of the van like an angry dragon’s breath, cooking the air above his head, as soon as that sloth-like mechanical beast finally opened the door and set off the trigger. How could anything move so slowly?

	He remained in his defensive stance until Martinez nudged his elbow. “We’re in.”

	Carson leaned to his right and twisted his neck toward the house. The front door was wide open, beckoning him. The robot was making its way across the threshold, agonizingly slow.

	A cauldron of molten rage boiled up inside of him. It was a ruse, a distraction. Nothing but a stalling technique. The Post-it with that accursed handwriting had lied to him, mocked him. But no more.

	“Let’s roll!” Carson shouted, trotting out from behind the van. “Red team first, blue team right behind. Always in groups of two when you search the house. Stay on your toes!”

	As he charged forward, eleven other NEA special forces soldiers fell into formation behind him. Whatever the source of that ominous handwriting, it would be captured tonight. Carson had relived his last ill-fated raid a thousand times in his head. Analyzed the flaws in his strategy. Devised a foolproof approach using twice as many agents, paired up to counteract any ambush. Plus, this time, he had four mech-snipers that eliminated any possibility of escape from the premises.

	This would be his revenge. His comeback. One of the best raids of his career, capturing the now-infamous Paul Topasteehl, who was probably the author of those accursed Post-it notes. There was no way he would fail like last time, when he’d woken up in the hospital, dazed and confused, trying to figure out where he went wrong.

	*****

	The next day, Carson Viceroy would wake up in the hospital, dazed and confused, trying to figure out where he went wrong.

	 


CHAPTER 27

	 

	The Topasteehl home burst into a massive fireball, billowing its way thirty meters into the night sky. It was as if someone had drilled too deeply into the earth and accidentally poked a hole into hell itself, suddenly unleashing the demonic fury of the underworld through the breach.

	At first, they had thought Claire’s dreams of this night were a prophecy, a premonition of their impending deaths. Especially after they moved their dinner meetings from Paul’s house to Brad’s, and the dreams followed suit. The entire group seemed to be doomed.

	It was Neil who’d suggested that her nighttime visions might not be an actual prediction of the future but a warning. And not just a warning but a type of prescient simulation of their attempted solutions. Moving the dinner location was an ineffective approach, as verified by Claire’s subsequent dream. But perhaps something else might work.

	They tried a series of confrontational strategies, including the purchase of anti-tank missiles from the black market. That night, Claire endured the same dream, with the slight modification of Paul and Brad clutching the high-tech weapons as mech-snipers assassinated them on the back porch.

	After weeks of frustration, they finally brainstormed a workable plan. Brad contacted a shady construction crew that he had arrested several years ago for refusing to pay their numerous building code violation fines. They were more than willing to install an underground storm drain on the Topasteehl property without questions or city permits. Paul paid their grossly overcharged fee out of the NEA settlement he’d received for his paralyzing gunshot wound. The neighbors assumed it was initiated by the Department of Transportation, although on multiple occasions, they wondered aloud to Paul what in the world the quarter-mile-long pipe was supposed to drain.

	The second phase of Paul’s home project was completed only a month ago. After Mo joined their task force and heard of the dreams, he offered up one of his best construction crews, bearing the expense himself. They custom-built a tunnel out of steel, then one weekday when the neighbors were out, the crew dug a trench and buried it between the house and the storm drain. Using concrete saws, the workers cut access points through the side of Paul’s basement and into the drainage pipe. Finally, they sodded the entire area to complete the concealment.

	Paul was more than satisfied with the results, but Mo had suggested a third phase. After all, they needed to ensure they bought plenty of time for a clean escape before the tunnel was discovered. His idea was to have an Abdallah Construction Company demolition team rig the house with enough explosives to bring down a ten-story building. Neil worked with the lead engineer on a method to connect the trigger to the security motion detector near the entryway. Everything was in place for their getaway. Although Ruth had trouble sleeping for weeks, thinking about the amount of dynamite encased in the walls of her home.

	Once he received the forewarning text—which he could only guess was from Sandy using a burner phone—and Neil spotted the mech-sniper drones, they knew there was no other choice. Years of NEA training had taught Paul well, and he had written up a detailed course of action: All phones stay in the house, plugged in next to an explosive-laden wall to ensure they would be destroyed in the blast. Five minutes to pack. Only what can fit into a small backpack. Open the rear basement window and set up a large fan to provide ventilation into the pipe. Put on knee pads. Load pistols.

	Four minutes later, the Topasteehl family along with Brad and Neil congregated around the tunnel entrance. Both Rachel and Mo had missed the meeting due to previous commitments. The last ones to arrive were Claire, with her five-year-old son, Aaron, clutching her neck, and Leia, with her dog, Chewie, at her feet. 

	Paul proceeded to page two of his checklist: Hand out burner phones. Night-vision goggles. Keys. A final roll call in the tunnel before Neil returned upstairs to arm the detonators and connect the motion sensor. And finally, disconnect the natural gas pipe to the stove, leaving the valve open—a little icing on the dynamite cake.

	Paul had thought of the Post-it note at the last minute, scribbling out the message and asking Neil to stick it on the front door before arming the booby trap. Paul’s previous plan was to announce the bomb threat through the speaker on his high-tech doorbell. The note was much more effective. He really owed Sandy for the heads-up, assuming the text was from her.

	Battery-powered LED lights cast a dim, gray glow across the steel walls of the tunnel as they crowded inside. The scent of damp earth enveloped them. Paul took a shallow breath. This was probably what the inside of a coffin would smell like after interment. The only sound came from the large fan set up at the tunnel entrance. Without speaking, each of them dry-swallowed a 10910.

	As cramped as the tunnel was, it felt spacious compared to the thirty-six-inch diameter drainage pipe—that was the largest size the construction crew had access to. Paul had decided not to waste extra weeks of delay and additional expense for anything larger. A decision he was now questioning.

	Paul took the lead and shoehorned himself into the pipe. It was pitch black except for a fading beacon of a sunset from the far end, a quarter mile away. The close end, the one by his house, had been covered over with dirt and sod by the construction company. The atmosphere was even mustier than the tunnel, the odor a heavy mixture of mold and animal feces. After a lungful of the stale air, he began the long crawl toward the dimming light.

	It took almost a half hour for everyone to make their way to the end of the storm drain. He made a mental note to praise his wife for purchasing nine sets of knee pads, although he wished he would have thought of gloves as well, especially after stumbling into a rat’s nest, his hands wading through rodent excrement. Even with the fan, the ventilation was not adequate, as evidenced by the frequent breaks for rest and unsteady, labored breathing echoing along the pipe. Chewie was the only one who didn’t seem to mind.

	The land behind the Topasteehl property sloped gently down to a river valley, allowing the storm drain to terminate in the side of a hill, out of sight from their house. Still, Paul paused near the opening and made everyone wait another thirty minutes for darkness to blanket the area before climbing out. If only he could ascend the slope and peek back at his property, but he denied himself the satisfaction. Mech-snipers are typically positioned about two hundred meters from their target, so the four-hundred-meter-long pipe should be clear of the drone sensors, but it wasn’t a risk worth taking. Especially since the effective range of the fifty-caliber was almost a kilometer.

	They huddled at the storm drain egress, inquiring in hushed tones if everyone was all right. The next part of their journey involved a two-mile-long trek through the woods using night-vision goggles. Despite the absence of the sun, it remained a hot, muggy August evening, and Paul’s shirt, already damp with perspiration, was soon soaked. But at least he was walking upright. And not wading through rat poop.

	They hiked on mostly in silence, except for Tyler, who offered to give Aaron a piggyback ride while whispering a story to him. Fortunately, the story stopped the intermittent sobs that had followed them through the storm drain. It also provided a distraction for Tyler, who was frustrated that he didn’t get to say good-bye to Rachel and had wondered aloud if he’d ever get to see her again. Their destination was an abandoned gas station, boarded up and locked tight.

	Right around the time that the tunnel was being installed, Paul had purchased a used fourteen-passenger van directly from the previous owner, paying in cash. He neglected to register the vehicle and then switched out the license plates for a couple Brad had surreptitiously “borrowed” from the impound lot. One of Tyler’s household chores had been to jog through the woods once a week and drive the van around, to ensure it was in good running order and filled with fuel. They had no idea they would be executing their escape plan so soon.

	They arrived at the gas station without encountering another soul. Paul removed the padlock from the back door, then unlocked the van, which was hidden in the middle service bay. The back seat had been removed, creating a large cargo area that Ruth had already stocked with camping supplies. It also contained a week’s worth of nonperishable food and plenty of water, a duffle bag full of clothes from each person, and a large cache of medical supplies, courtesy of Leia. After cleaning up and rehydrating, everyone downed another 10910 pill. Brad waited for the road to be completely clear of vehicles, then opened the garage door to the service bay. They were off, leaving their old lives behind, never to be heard from again.

	But where should they go? Paul had scouted out several remote campsites where they could bide their time and strategize their next move. But Brad offered an alternative destination. 

	In addition to Rachel, Mo had also serendipitously missed their get together tonight due to a late meeting with his attorneys on the sale of his business. According to Neil’s snooping, he had been removed from the NEA watch list. The night of the raid on Mo’s house, Paul had taken the remaining 10910 pills with him and left a ziplock bag full of men’s vitamin pills in its place on the counter for the backup team to find. Mo’s high-priced lawyers had sued for unlawfully seizing and detaining him at gunpoint, offering no explanation as to how the first special forces team was incapacitated. The NEA had retreated with its tail between its legs, settling with Mo out of court and instructing its agents to look elsewhere for 10910 deals to bust.

	Several texts and an hour of circuitous driving later, Paul pulled their van through the security gates, up the long driveway, underneath an arch formed by a wing of Mo’s mansion, and into one of the six garages. Their host was out to greet them immediately, hugging each person as they exited the van, offering anything they needed, promising that all he owned was at their disposal.

	Later that night, unable to take his eyes off the screen, Paul watched his home go up in flames for the umpteenth time. One of the neighbors must have been filming the action on their phone during the detonation, capturing an award-worthy clip of the explosion, including twelve NEA agents getting blown off their feet as they approached the house. The video quickly made its way to the national news channel, who broadcast it innumerable times. The scene was mesmerizing.

	The newscaster droned on about possible motives, a stream of dialogue that barely registered in Paul’s brain. His main intent was to get an update on the NEA special forces teams.

	His scheme had played out almost perfectly. The note on the front door induced enough fear to require nonhuman entry—textbook response for such a situation. Standard procedure would have been for all agents to remain at a safe distance until the robot fully assessed the threat. For some reason, the leader of the raid jumped the gun and stormed in early. A rookie mistake. Nevertheless, guilt would follow Paul for the rest of his life should any of his fellow NEA agents perish because of his ploy.

	Ruth joined him on the couch, setting a cup of steaming tea on the table as she nestled in close. “Feels like our entire life exploded.”

	Reflexively, his arm squeezed her shoulder. She couldn’t have been more right. Whatever happened next, their lives would be radically altered. They were fugitives now, fleeing the authorities, hiding in the shadows, and continually looking over their shoulders. No more football games or dance recitals or college applications. The Topasteehl family would have a new mission, one that didn’t include any of the normalcy of typical suburban life in America.

	“At least we’re still alive.” Paul turned to Claire, who returned his gaze for only a second. “You know, we’d all be in jail or dead if not for you.”

	Claire shook her head. “I didn’t do anything. I’m sure it was DP who put that dream in my head.”

	After a restless night, they woke for an early breakfast. Paul had already concluded they couldn’t stay, but he still let everyone talk it through over the feast that Mo had prepared. In addition to the Topasteehl family, the NEA would figure out that Brad and Leia were at Paul’s house since their cars were parked out front. Neil had ridden with Brad, but everyone at the agency knew he was close to Paul, and his cell phone location would implicate him should they decide to check. Which they probably would. The only people who might be off the radar were Claire and Aaron, although she had no inclination to abandon the group at this point, fugitives or not. They had a lot of ties to Mo, however, especially since Brad had discovered that Fatima was the Handyman Killer. It was only a matter of time before the NEA came asking questions.

	Fortunately, Mo had already planned ahead for government persecution of 10910 users. Abdallah Construction Company owned a cabin in the mountains of Colorado, which they used for leadership off-sites. Recently, he’d transferred the title to an offshore holding company, which automatically paid taxes, utilities, and the like. Paul didn’t follow the financial and legal jargon, but it sounded like a perfect place to hole up, far from nosey neighbors or security cameras and untraceable to any of them. Mo offered to use some of his shady financial contacts to generate fake identification and credit cards for each of them.

	They set off immediately, although Brad insisted that they run a quick errand on the way. He needed to stop by a certain summer camp and secretly extract his daughter, Lydia, before she got word of the explosion and thought him dead. Or worse, got picked up by the NEA and interrogated.

	Including the detour to pick up Lydia, it took a solid twenty-two hours to arrive at the cabin. The terminology was rather ironic because Mo’s “cabin” was way more elegant than Paul’s house—in its pre-explosion state. Nine bedrooms, ten and a half baths, and an infinity pool that overlooked hundreds of miles of the Rocky Mountains.

	After unloading the van, the group fanned out to each stake their claim on a bedroom, then they reassembled in the common area to collapse on the couch and watch reruns of the Topasteehl house fireball. Interspersed with coverage of the NEA raid fiasco, the news presented updates on the snake virus. More cases were popping up across the country, and the CDC was mobilizing all possible personnel to try and contain the situation before it ballooned into a full-fledged pandemic. 

	The demonstrations protesting punishment for the snake virus criminals, now referred to as “snakeys,” were continuing. What previously had been a handful of family members begging for leniency had mushroomed into thousand-person protests and even riots demanding that snakeys not be prosecuted for crimes that should be blamed on the virus instead. It was like the mob mentality to defend these killers had spread in a similar fashion to the virus itself, passing from person to person at each watercooler discussion or dinner party conversation, infecting each new mind with a warped philosophy of unaccountability for blatant first-degree murder.

	Paul turned to stare out the large picture window. The moon shone above the mountains and reflected off the infinity pool, the light rippling across the surface. The country that lay beyond appeared serene and peaceful. But lurking in the shadows was a snake virus infection that was already spreading out of control. The entire nation desperately needed them to save it from destruction, even if the government wanted each of them imprisoned or dead.

	“They’re starting to guess that we’re still alive,” Neil announced from the couch, the glow of his laptop illuminating his face.

	“How do you know that?” Leia asked.

	“I created a separate admin account in the NEA computer network, one not assigned to anyone. It allows me to log in and access pretty much everything—including live updates on active cases—without being detected.”

	Leia leaned over his shoulder. “No human remains discovered,” she read off the screen. “Suspects possibly escaped or were not in the house.”

	“They still have a long way to go to find us,” Brad asserted. “I checked the weather. It rained this morning back at Paul’s place. Hopefully, that washed out our tracks through the woods and also any tire marks from the gas station.”

	The adrenaline finally evaporating from his system, Paul succumbed to his weariness. He excused himself and headed back to his room, with the others quickly following suit. But despite his exhaustion, his mind denied him sleep, insisting he not rest with such an excess of unfinished business. He felt like a soldier who had finally escaped a POW camp, only to find his exuberance and relief swallowed up by an urgency to return and save the rest of his platoon. 

	What should be their next move? They couldn’t simply camp out in this luxurious cabin, watching the United States—and maybe the entire world—collapse upon itself from the snake virus. Especially since they may be the only people on the planet who knew the cure. They had to act. But how? His mind ached from hours of toiling on an unsolvable problem.

	Ruth rolled over in bed to face him. “Can’t sleep?”

	Paul rose and clicked on the light, then sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, head in his hands. “I’m lost, Ruth. Completely and utterly lost. And I’m supposed to be the leader.”

	“You’ll figure out what to do next,” she said, reaching out a hand to caress his back. “It’s just going to take some time.”

	“Some time?” Paul sprang to his feet and turned to face her, his exasperation suddenly boiling to the surface. “What is time going to accomplish? I’ve racked my brain through a twenty-four-hour road trip and then all night tonight. I can’t even think of a single option to evaluate! If we show our faces again, we’ll be arrested. How are we going to get concrete evidence that one-oh cures the snake virus? And without that, who would believe us? There is no solution.”

	Ruth sat up and peered into his eyes. “Maybe DP will help us.”

	“Seriously, Ruth? How is the Dark Prophet going to do that?” He was pacing now. Ranting with frustration. “Is he going to call with instructions?” Paul snatched up his phone from the nightstand. “It’s three twenty in the morning. Let’s see if he sent us anything. Nope. No messages, no emails, no texts, nothing. So tell me, how in heaven’s name is DP going to communicate with us?”

	Her eyes welling up, her upper lip quivering, Ruth simply stared back. But her face remained resolute. Although, without an answer to his question. To any of his questions.

	A knock on the bedroom door.

	Paul’s head spun toward the sound, then snapped back to squint at his wife. Her eyes widened as the tears spilled down her cheeks.

	Another knock.

	“Paul? Are you awake? It’s Claire.”

	 



CHAPTER 28

	 

	Lost Valley, Colorado. That was Claire’s magical, mystical message delivered in the middle of the night. Paul waited with bated breath for the rest of the plan, but that was it. No reason to go there. No instructions on what to do once they arrived. Nothing else. Simply Lost Valley. A nondescript, Podunk town near the southern edge of the state. A tiny zit on the chin of Colorado. A little acne scrub would wipe it right off the map.

	Of course, it was better than wallowing in frustration back at the cabin, loafing in the lap of luxury while the snake virus slowly destroyed the world outside. As soon as the faintest trace of light trumpeted the arrival of sunrise, Paul prepared to depart. Already awake herself, Ruth helped him pack, then joined him in the kitchen to prepare breakfast for the others. Their conversation was sporadic and tense, but she never questioned this course of action. Not once.

	“Who wants to join me?” Paul asked the moment after everyone popped a 10910 and dug into the meal. “Claire, any additional insight on my traveling companions?”

	“I need to stay here with Aaron,” she said quietly, responding to Paul’s first question at the expense of the second. He decided not to push it.

	“I’ll do whatever you feel is best,” Brad said, his gaze slowly rotating from his daughter to Claire and then over to Paul. “But if you’re askin’, I think I should provide security for whoever stays back. You know, just in case.”

	Paul nodded. This was starting to look like a pretty lonely trip if he was correctly reading the downcast eyes of the rest of the group.

	Until Leia suddenly perked up. “I’ll go. We have to assume this mission is somehow snake virus related, which squarely points to my department.”

	“Me too,” Neil blurted out of nowhere. As every head turned in his direction, he added, “Uh, in case you need some computer hacking. Or something.”

	Tyler opened his mouth to speak next, but Paul immediately cut him off. He had already spent the night ruminating over assignments for his family members, going through every permutation. The conclusion was always the same. “Tyler, I want you to stay here and protect your mom and sister.”

	“But, Dad, I—”

	“That’s what needs to be done.” Paul tried to shoot him a stern glance, but it came across as more pleading than commanding. Regardless, Tyler straightened and nodded. What a noble son he had, even despite years of Paul not being anywhere near the father he should have been.

	After breakfast, they spent the morning packing and loading the van. And strategizing. They only had one vehicle, and Paul was loath to strand everyone in the cabin with no transportation, so Brad offered to drive them to Lost Valley and drop them off. That meant the trio could only pack what they could carry, which had to include Neil’s computer equipment, Leia’s medical supplies, and several weapons and ammunition. “Make sure to bring your favorite outfit,” Paul instructed. “You’ll be wearing it a lot.”

	According to the internet, Lost Valley, Colorado, was a quaint little community of 1,230 nestled in a luscious green meadow between two mountains. Huge pine trees were arrayed on either side of the valley, extending up their respective mountains, resembling two enormous armies that had marched great distances to engage one another, only to be held at bay by the peaceful town that lay between. A creek appeared as if from a giant faucet at the backside of one of the mountains, slithered its way lazily out of the northern pine army, through the town, and then seemed to flow on into eternity.

	Choosing their accommodations turned out to be simpler than expected. An online search revealed but a single option—a bed-and-breakfast aptly named the Lost Valley Inn. Not wanting to risk having their license plates captured on security video, Brad pulled off the road a kilometer outside of town and let everyone off. Then he uncharacteristically—and awkwardly—hugged each person before he climbed back into the van and drove off without a word.

	It was a perfect August day, with the sun bobbing its head between the clouds and a steady breeze gently dabbing at their perspiration. They strolled by ranches and farmland, then onto the main drag of the town, past the pharmacy, Millie’s Diner, the ice cream shop, and finally over a picturesque stone bridge that spanned the creek. Not a car drove by that didn’t have the occupants rubbernecking in their direction, warily puzzled as to who these new visitors could be.

	“Something’s not right about this place,” Neil commented as the inn came into sight. “Looks like a normal town, but it feels wrong.”

	“Nobody’s out,” Leia searched in all directions, apparently trying to prove herself wrong. “On an afternoon like today, there should be kids on bikes, couples getting ice cream, mothers pushing strollers. But not one person since we arrived.”

	Paul had noticed it too. The town wasn’t vacant. There was movement, people running errands and the like. But they always drove, and when they reached their destination, they rushed into the building while checking over their shoulder. What was everyone so afraid of?

	The bed-and-breakfast that slowly made its way into view truly belonged in a storybook. A cobblestone walk curved its way from the street to the Victorian-style structure, past a white picket fence with the gate hanging invitingly open. Tulips and marigolds of every color lined the walk while honeybees busily worked each flower, trying to stay on schedule with their nectar consumption and pollination duties. Honeysuckle bushes flanked the white wooden stairs, and the breeze caressed their faces with the sweet, relaxing aroma. On the porch, a series of rocking chairs huddled in groups, echoing the gossip from their last usage.

	A bell attached to the top of the door announced their arrival. Paul entered first and immediately found himself staring down the hypnotizing black hole of a twelve-gauge shotgun. It caught him by surprise so badly that he froze, his bullet-dodging instincts failing to engage. His blood pressure skyrocketed. What was going on with this town?

	“Show me yer hands,” the innkeeper drawled. A gray, bushy eyebrow was wrapped around the gunsights.

	Paul displayed his palms, his mind struggling to picture the weapon’s trajectory, to watch the trigger finger. Suddenly, the man’s head jerked to the right, then to the left, gazing at Leia and then Neil, each peering around Paul to see what was going on.

	Abruptly, the innkeeper pointed the shotgun toward the ceiling, then lowered it to the floor, resting the barrel against the back of the counter. “Whaddaya want?”

	Paul was dumbfounded, trying to calculate their next move. Leave? Run before this psycho changed his mind again about the shotgun? Pull out his own weapon and disarm the old coot?

	Leia stepped around Paul and toward the counter. “We need three rooms.”

	The eyebrows sank low on the old man’s forehead, almost blocking his vision. “What in tarnation would make you want to spend the night here?”

	Joining Leia at the counter, Neil cocked his head. “This is an inn, right? Does that term have a different definition in Colorado? And did you use the word ‘tarnation’?”

	Bushy Eyebrows shook his head and frowned. “You don’t wanna stay here.”

	Leia sighed. “I’ve got to be honest with you. I think your marketing approach is negatively affecting your profits. Perhaps if you actually offered to rent us rooms, you’d see an improvement in your cash flow.”

	“I don’t want no stinkin’ cash flow.” The old man snorted. “Cash flow would mean I could pay my bills.”

	“Oh, well, we wouldn’t want that now. I’m sure your venture capitalist backers would prefer that you default as soon as possible to expedite the forfeiture of their investment posthaste.”

	By now, the man’s eyebrows were almost touching his cheekbones. “What in tarnation are you talkin’ about?”

	“Ooh, I’ve got it.” Neil snapped his fingers. “What if you set us up with three rooms, but we sneak out without paying. That would be a win-win for everyone.”

	The innkeeper either cracked a grin or suddenly grew another wrinkle in his prune-like face. Paul’s nerves downgraded from high alert, but he kept a wary eye on the shotgun.

	A woman appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, her face almost as weathered as the innkeeper’s, her graying blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. “I thought I heard voices. Abe, you didn’t threaten them, did you?”

	His gaze fixed on Paul, Abe said, “No one’s coming into my inn without meeting Bessie first.”

	“Bessie?” Paul asked.

	The old woman rolled her eyes. “He named his shotgun Bessie. Because it’s his ‘best friend.’ ” She nudged Abe with her elbow. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to our guests?”

	Abe gave her a sideways glance, then grumpily nodded toward Paul. “This here’s Goliath, accompanied by the sarcastic twins. I was just telling ’em we got no vacancy.”

	Neil wiggled an index finger between himself and Leia. “We’re not actually twins.”

	Dr. Leia Jenner, the esteemed infectious disease specialist, grabbed her mouth and giggled like a schoolgirl.

	“Of course, we have vacancy. We are honored to have you stay with us. I’m Sarah.” The old woman extended her hand warmly, with such an air of hospitality that Paul imagined if the devil himself darkened the stoop of the Lost Valley Inn, Sarah would offer him lodging and try to convince him to mend his ways over a plate of warm chocolate chip cookies. “So, you need three rooms?” she asked, stealing a glance at Leia’s left hand.

	“I ain’t renting ’em more than two rooms.” Abe peered at Leia, then Neil, then back to Leia. “’Cause one of ’em wouldn’t get used anyhow.”

	Sarah reached up and pinched Abe on the nipple, causing him to howl and jump back. “I apologize for my husband. He can be quite rude at times. He’s still trying to put us out of business so we can move back to Alabama.” She stepped behind the counter and swiveled a tablet toward them. “Please enter your information, and we’ll get you set up. Are you paying with cash or credit?”

	“Cash.” Paul tapped on the screen, entering the fake identification details they had concocted and memorized. “We’ll be glad to pay in advance.”

	“There’s no need,” Sarah replied, programming three key cards. “I trust you.”

	Why would this woman trust them? Opening his mouth to inquire, Paul caught himself, worried he might put her off.

	“Abe’s been wanting to move for weeks now,” Sarah continued. “But I felt like we needed to stay, to help save the town. We agreed that as long as we could pay our bills, we’d keep the inn open.”

	“What do you need to save the town from?” Leia asked.

	“Why, the snake virus, of course, dear.”

	Paul’s heart was suddenly in his throat. He shot a look at Sarah. Her face was as calm and pleasant as the morning dew. Her eyes were tired, but white and twinkling. Looking into them seemed to relax him, and not only because they lacked the snake virus bloodred lightning bolts. There was something else. “And how exactly do you plan to save the town from the snake virus?”

	“By renting out these three rooms.”

	 


CHAPTER 29

	 

	Leia awoke before sunrise and stared at the cracks in the ceiling. They resembled the red vein patterns in the eyes of a snakey, but only slightly. Even that didn’t dampen the nervous excitement bubbling up inside of her like a teenager on the eve of summer vacation.

	After tossing and turning for almost an hour, she showered and dressed, then crept out of her room to watch television downstairs. The floorboards creaked beneath her as she tiptoed down the hall. Dawn was straining to peek through the front windows, casting a cozy glow across the chandelier that seemed to float in the two-story entrance. The staircase she descended wrapped around the side of the hotel’s front desk, a marble bar originally intended for alcohol consumption rather than check-in formalities. Across from the stairs was a huge stone fireplace surrounded by Victorian-era sofas and chairs, all upholstered in deep purple. The remaining space was adorned with lovely antiques that seemed to have been handcrafted for this very inn. The only anachronism in sight was the giant flat-screen television mounted above the mantle.

	Channel surfing produced nothing more interesting than the early morning news. Fortunately, enough days had passed to cause the Topasteehl exploding home story to grow stale. The last update had come yesterday, when it was “confirmed” that none of the occupants of the house had survived the blast. At first, Leia felt relieved to be pronounced dead until Paul casually explained that would simply give the NEA free license to hunt them down and kill them without repercussion.

	This morning, news coverage centered around the snake virus, including a map of the country pinpointing every known case to date. Interestingly, Colorado was still listed as a state with zero infections. The CDC expressed their grave concern about what they were now classifying as a pandemic. The President herself was scheduled to address the nation this evening, where she would outline her plan for dealing with the crisis.

	As almost a side note, the next segment covered the increase in the number of missing person cases in several cities across the country. Newscasters drew parallels to the Hobbler abductions of last year, although the FBI agent being interviewed downplayed that angle and instead alluded to the occurrences being related to the snake virus. One newscaster even questioned whether the original Hobblers, both named Stan Fricule, could have been the first snakeys.

	“Good morning, dear.” Sarah appeared in the kitchen doorway next to the front desk. A terry cloth robe was cinched tightly around her waist, and her barely brushed hair draped to her shoulders. “You’re up bright and early.”

	“I couldn’t go back to sleep. I hope you don’t mind me watching TV.”

	“Of course not. The whole concept of our inn is that you should feel completely at home. Can I get you some coffee?”

	Leia raised her mug. “Way ahead of you, thanks.”

	The hot beverage machine gurgled to life as Sarah prepared a cup for herself. “Our guests aren’t usually awake before the biscuits have raised.” She added a packet of sweetener as the dark liquid streamed into her mug. “I trust you had an enjoyable evening last night.”

	“Oh, yes. The dinner was marvelous—that was the best roast I’ve ever tasted. And I didn’t expect such an antique bed to be so comfortable.”

	“Our mattresses are state-of-the-art. We like to use the latest technology hidden behind a facade of old-fashioned charm. That’s another concept of the Lost Valley Inn.” Sarah’s eyes twinkled as she stirred her beverage and settled into the chair adjacent to Leia. “But I was referring to the company. Seems you were up rather late talking to that nice young man. And judging by the dreamy look on your face, I’m guessing the evening probably ended with a good-night kiss.”

	Leia could feel her ears redden. She and Neil had joked that the creaky staircase was better than a motion detector at announcing when each person turned in for the night. He had walked her to her room, then whispered in her ear that, considering their current situation, he was motivated to take risks that might not be prudent under normal circumstances. Before she could ask what in the world he was talking about, his hands were cupping her head, his fingers gently winding through her hair as he pulled her lips to his. Fireworks danced through her brain, dizzying her so much she wasn’t sure if she’d kissed him back. He withdrew after a moment and asked if that was okay, to which she could only nod. Neil’s face erupted into his classic, goofy grin as he bid her good night. She lay in bed for hours before the euphoria faded enough for her to drift off to sleep. The tingle of euphoria was still on her lips as her eyelids fluttered open to the predawn glow.

	Sarah blew softly on her coffee, then took a sip. “You know, the Lost Valley Inn makes a wonderful honeymoon destination. Something to keep—”

	A sharp ring from the bell attached to the front door silenced their conversation. Leia whipped her head around to stare toward the entrance. Her stomach clenched, her mind racing to think who would stop by the inn at this time of day.

	The uniform calmed her nerves, though her heart was still racing. “Overnight delivery,” the man announced. “It just says ‘Peter, Nathan, and Lisa’ with no last names.”

	“That’s for us.” Leia hopped up and accepted the package, scribbling a signature on the man’s tablet. They had called Mo before leaving to inform him of their destination, and he’d said he would forward their fake IDs and credit cards to the inn. It was surprising that the items had arrived quickly. “Thanks.”

	Leia set the package on the couch. She’d open it later in the privacy of her room. 

	Sarah was over at the front windows, pulling back the curtains to let the soft glow of dawn fill the room. “As I was saying, I think Leia and Neil make a darling couple.”

	It took a moment before Leia grasped her intention. She began to panic, but the sweet expression on her host’s face was inexplicably calming. 

	“How did you—?”

	“Know your real names?” Sarah smiled as she again made herself comfortable in her chair and picked up her coffee. “Let’s see. Three unrelated individuals arrive on foot and pay in cash, one of whom bears an uncanny resemblance to Doctor Leia Jenner, the famous researcher who discovered the snake virus. Oh, and these individuals show up at my inn only a week after a mysterious house explosion supposedly killed that same Doctor Jenner. It wasn’t too hard to figure out.”

	Leia grimaced. She should have known her notoriety was still too fresh for her to show her face in public.

	“Don’t worry, dear, your secret is safe with me. Although, I am curious as to …” Sarah leaned over the left side of the chair, gazing past Leia and out the front window. “That delivery truck hasn’t left yet.”

	Leia glanced at the package nestled next to her purse on the couch. A bomb? Some type of booby trap? Was the driver waiting for her to open it to witness the explosion? But who could have figured out their fake aliases and arranged something so quickly? Plus, it was a pretty small box for an explosive. She scurried to the window and peered out. To her relief, she watched the deliveryman retrieving a jack from the rear of the vehicle. “Looks like he’s got a flat tire.”

	“What?” Sarah sprang from her seat, slamming her mug down, the dark liquid splashing onto the coffee table. Her rash behavior incited fear in Leia’s gut.

	“What is it? What’s wrong?” Leia watched the man crouch down and fit the jack under the frame.

	“Oh, dear. I didn’t think they were out this early.” Sarah’s voice was suddenly frail and weak, filled with terror.

	“Who? Who is out this early?”

	Scurrying through the maze of furniture, Sarah pulled open the front door just far enough to squeeze her head through the gap. “Excuse me, sir!” she shouted. “You need to get back in here right away!”

	The driver turned his head toward them. Before he could respond, an arm appeared from around the front of the van and stabbed a knife into the base of his neck. The deliveryman shouted in pain as he toppled over, grasping frantically at the blade. And then, they were upon him.

	Like a pack of coyotes, they plundered their prey. Rushing at him from every conceivable hiding place. Slashing with kitchen knives, carving forks, even an ice pick. Crowding, hovering, jostling for position. Frenzied by the blood that spewed forth. Grunting and shrieking, they murdered their victim again and again.

	But the pack was surreal. A middle-aged woman in yoga pants and a sweatshirt. A balding gentleman in slacks. One guy wore a tie. More women than men, and several were overweight. A couple were downright obese. The only feature remotely frightening about them was the fury with which they impaled their household implements into the deliveryman’s flesh. And their eyes. Wild, crazed, possessed. Eyes as red as the blood splattered across their faces.

	One woman stood out, crouching at the edge of the group, meagerly prodding the dead man’s ankle with the tip of her chef’s knife. She was thinner than most, with an athletic build, her hair drawn back in a crisp ponytail. She wore skintight jeans and a cream-colored silk blouse that Leia might have admired were it not stained red.

	Suddenly, the woman froze, as if her sixth sense had been triggered. She rotated her head toward the inn, her gaze hurtling across the landscaping, through the window, and directly at Leia. The image was burned into Leia’s mind for a split second, then panic hit. She tore herself away from the hypnotizing scene on the street and rushed over to her purse. Paul and Brad had mercilessly trained everyone to keep their phone and weapon within reach. Always.

	Her hands trembling uncontrollably, she fumbled with the zipper. In her peripheral vision, she saw Sarah hustling back toward the front door with Bessie hoisted in front of her. Cha-chunk. The shotgun racked as Leia forced her mind to focus on the task at hand. She pulled out her pistol, clicked off the safety. Gripped it tightly in her right hand. Snatched her phone with her left hand and dialed 911.

	She looked up just in time to see the front door fly open. “Hey!” Sarah yelled, cramming the butt of the shotgun into the crotch of her arm. Thunder flooded the room as Sarah fired into the air over the pack of snakeys. Then she stepped out onto the porch. Cha-chuk. Another round of thunder.

	Leia rushed to the window, pistol quivering, cell phone ringing in her ear. The pack was disbanding, tripping over each other, scrambling to get away, scurrying down the street. Although, some of the heavier ones exited the premises at more of a slow waddle.

	“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” 

	“I’m at the Lost Valley Inn. A man has been attacked out front. I need an ambulance and police to—”

	“Is the victim inside the building?”

	“No, he’s lying out by the curb. I’m a doctor, and I’ll check him once the street is clear. But hurry! You can catch the murderers. I can still see them running down the street.”

	“You said the victim is outside?”

	“Yes! Why does that matter so much?”

	“Are you new in town, ma’am?”

	Leia pulled the phone from her ear, staring at the screen to see if she had dialed correctly. She had. How did they know she was new in town? Had she compromised their cover by calling 911 from her burner phone? She frantically ended the call. They had all the information they needed anyway.

	Across the lobby, Neil bounded down the stairs two at a time, pistol in his hand, trying to process the scene. “Did I hear a gunshot?” Her gaze met his, locked for a second. Then he sprinted across the room and wrapped his arm around her. “What happened?”

	Paul appeared at the second-floor railing, dripping wet, with a towel around his waist. Also with pistol in hand. “What is going on?”

	Leia’s mind switched over to doctor mode, squelching her emotions and dealing only with the facts. She quickly explained what had happened. Neil glanced out the window before turning away, looking like he wanted to vomit.

	Poking her head back in the front door, Sarah was surprisingly calm. “I think they’re gone. Doctor Jenner, can you help him?”

	Feeling obliged to try, Leia carefully ventured outside. Neil accompanied her. They both scanned the area for threats. The pack was gone. The final few overweight members had lumbered down side streets and disappeared.

	Even before she reached the deliveryman, it was clear he was a lost cause. His body had been mutilated as if a pack of wild coyotes had torn it apart. Several kitchen utensils remained impaled in his chest, at least one of which most likely pierced his heart. Blood leaked out of his massive wounds, no longer spurting like before. Worse, his neck was so mangled that she couldn’t even identify an artery to take his pulse. She turned toward Sarah and shook her head.

	After twenty minutes, they congregated in the kitchen. Paul had dressed, and Sarah had covered the corpse with a sheet. Abe burst through the back, carrying a box of supplies. He said to his wife, almost nonchalantly, “Happened again, huh?”

	Sarah turned to face the group, still whisking up a bowl of raw eggs. “You can see why we don’t get many visitors.”

	Abe looked at Neil, then Leia. “And y’all thought it was ’cause of my sour marketing technique.”

	“And the authorities don’t do anything?” Leia asked desperately.

	“They’re all a buncha snakeys,” Abe replied. “Sheriff, deputies, even the local judge. All infected. They redefined murder to mean only folks inside homes or businesses or in their car. Outside, anyone is fair game.”

	Now Leia understood the 911 call. Not that it made their current situation any less terrifying. “So, anyone can kill another person, as long as they’re outside, and get away with it?”

	The egg batter sizzled and bubbled as Sarah poured it into a large skillet. “Snakeys have a craving for murder. For death. I think the sheriff actually enjoys finding corpses on the street.”

	Abe pulled out a large electric skillet and began preparing pancakes. “Any sane person would move outta this deadly town posthaste, don’t ya think?”

	Before anyone could answer, Sarah held up her spatula. “Unless there was a way to cure the snake virus.” She pointed it right at Leia. “Is there, Doctor Jenner?”

	Paul shot Leia a look, inquiring how Sarah knew her real name. All Leia could do was shrug. Then she raised her eyebrows, looking up at the big man to see if he agreed they should trust these kind folks.

	“There is a drug that we believe—that we know—will cure the snake virus.” Paul paused, as if he were steadying his nerves before taking the plunge. “It’s 10910.”

	Sarah’s jaw dropped like a lead weight, her eyes focusing far off as if someone had explained to her the meaning of life in a way she could finally understand. “Of course! That makes total sense! And all three of you are users, aren’t you?”

	They nodded in unison.

	“I can usually tell that about people. Me too, by the way. A pill a day keeps the snakeys away.” To her husband: “You see, Abe—”

	“Don’t start with me, Sarah!” Abe huffed. “You need to get back to stirring those eggs ’fore they burn.”

	She twisted in place and re-employed the spatula to its intended usage. “I still can’t get Abe to take one-oh. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

	Abe poured little mounds of pancake batter, watching them flatten out into perfect, creamy disks. “I’m too old to be startin’ a new addiction. Besides, there ain’t no way a silly little pill like one-oh is gonna fix a snake virus. We’re gonna need some fancier drugs than that.”

	“We’ve already seen it work,” Paul said. “Including on Doctor Jenner here.”

	The flow of pancake batter halted while Abe raised a dubious, bushy eyebrow toward her. “No stinkin’ way. Prove it.”

	That challenge had been plaguing Leia for weeks now. But today, in the midst of the surreal insanity in front of the inn, a spark of an idea ignited in her mind. “I’m pretty sure that’s what we’re here to do. And I even have a place to begin. Sarah, who was it that attacked the deliveryman? It sure wasn’t like any gang I’ve ever seen.”

	Sarah’s head wagged slowly back and forth, not bothering to deviate her focus from her cooking. “That, my dear, was the PTA.”

	“Excuse me?” Neil said. “Does PTA mean something different in Colorado? Like Predatory Terrorists and Assassins?”

	Tilting her head, Sarah shot him a look out of one eye. “Nope. Parent Teacher Association. Somehow, they all caught the snake virus at once, about a month ago. It began with pets passing away suddenly, then some of their kids started disappearing. Or sometimes, a spouse. Sheriff would pretend to investigate, then close every case as a missing person. Last week, they announced the new law to legalize murdering people outside. That’s when the PTA gang started roaming the streets in the evenings. Their favorite trick is the old flat tire trap.”

	“They’re all anti-gun activists.” Abe snickered, flipping the pancakes golden side up. “That’s why they use kitchen knives and the like. I’d like to see how they fare against ol’ Bessie.”

	“Did you see the trim woman with the ponytail?” Leia asked, hoping this was one of those everyone-knows-everyone types of small towns. “She was wearing jeans and a silk blouse.”

	Sarah pulled the skillet filled with perfectly fluffy scrambled eggs off the stove and began to spoon them into a serving bowl. “That’s Karen Hutchinson. She’s the PTA president.”

	Leia’s heart jumped. This was their chance; she was sure of it. “During the attack, she paused, then turned and stared at me through the window.”

	“Don’t worry, dear. That doesn’t mean she’s after you specifically. They’ll kill anyone they can. They don’t care who.”

	“No, it’s not that. Her eyes were bloodshot, with those lightning-like patterns of veins, typical of an infection. But there was something else.”

	“What? Some new snake virus symptom?”

	Leia shook her head. “She was crying.”

	 


CHAPTER 30

	 

	Although it would be undignified for a veteran NEA agent to admit he had butterflies in his stomach, there was no other way to describe Paul’s gut as they arrived at the Hutchinson residence. He had done countless raids in his career and busting in on the president of the Lost Valley PTA ranked as one of the least challenging or risky. But this was their chance to prove the efficacy of 10910 as a snake virus cure. Assuming Karen Hutchinson would take the pill. And assuming he didn’t have to kill her first out of self-defense. A lot of assumptions. But what a payoff if things worked out.

	The three of them set out right after breakfast in Sarah’s car, a tiny electric sedan that Paul could barely cram his legs into. The deliveryman’s cadaver was gone, as was his van, both of which must have been removed while they ate. The trip took barely five minutes before they pulled into the driveway of a large, two-story brick house, which stuck out like a nobleman’s castle, reigning over the small ranchers that filled the rest of the block.

	They scanned the area for movement before hurriedly disembarking, the same ritual they had witnessed and puzzled over on their walk into town. Leia and Neil waited behind the porch columns while Paul peeked through the decorative glass next to the door. The house was quiet, dark, foreboding. He rang the bell and stepped out of sight. His pistol was holstered and concealed under his jacket—his plan was to rely on his disarming abilities to neutralize any threat.

	Footsteps, quick and intentional, approaching the door. Then silence. He peeked around the corner of the brick to see a tall blonde peering back through the glass. No weapon was visible. “Who is it?” she demanded.

	“Good morning. Karen Hutchinson? My name is Paul. I’m with the authorities, and I need to ask you a few questions. Do you have a minute?”

	Karen shrank back from view. “Which authorities?”

	“Federal,” Paul replied. Which was somewhat true since he was an NEA agent, albeit a deceased one.

	“Let me see some ID. And a search warrant.”

	Paul grimaced. His badge had been blown to kingdom come, and he had nothing that looked like a search warrant. “Ma’am, we just want to talk to you. We can talk outside if you’d prefer.”

	It didn’t hit him until the words were out of his mouth that his suggestion would sound like a death trap in a place like Lost Valley. But it was too late.

	“I’m calling the sheriff.” She began to retreat.

	“Karen?” Leia stepped onto the porch with her palms held out. “I’m Doctor Leia Jenner. I bet you’ve heard of me.”

	Paul clenched his teeth. This was not the approach they’d agreed on. Leia was exposing herself to a known snakey murderer. Then again, if Abe was right about the PTA’s objection to firearms, perhaps the most they had to fear was a pair of steak knives.

	He glanced through the front window. Karen was frozen midstride, seeming to ponder her options. It felt like minutes before she finally eased the door open enough to display half of her face.

	“You called to me from inside the inn this morning,” she said at last, her voice barely above a whisper. “How did you know my name?”

	“I didn’t call to you. I just saw you through the window.”

	Karen’s one visible eye constricted. “No, I heard you say my name. I recognize your voice now.”

	Leia’s gaze rotated to Paul, her expression inquiring how this could be true. “Sounds like she’s got the draw,” he said. “Sometimes, it works in mysterious ways.”

	Slowly, the door swung open. A crystal vase with fresh white lilies met them in the high-ceilinged entryway. The house was dark except for the scant illumination from the closed blinds. Leia stepped across the threshold first, medical bag in tow, with Paul right behind. His mind was hyperalert, watching Karen closely in case this was a trap.

	“Let’s sit in the kitchen,” Leia offered, strolling to the back of the house and flipping on some light switches as she went. The sudden brightness forced Karen to squint. They found seats around the table, exchanging wary glances. 

	“You have the snake virus, don’t you?” Leia asked.

	Karen lowered her eyes, as if embarrassed of the red lightning bolts that announced her disease. Then she nodded slowly.

	Leia reached out and grasped her hand. “Tell me why you were crying.”

	Her shoulders slumped like she had just donned a backpack filled with cinder blocks. “I was walking with Madison during the hunt this morning, and she was telling me about her daughter going off to college. She was so proud of her. I thought it would be nice to visit colleges with my daughter, Cammy. But then I remembered …” Karen’s face clenched, as if attacked by a sudden migraine.

	Leia nodded toward the photos on the far wall. “Is that your daughter? She’s beautiful.”

	Tears streaked down Karen’s cheeks. Her eyes clamped shut, like she was hoping to alter reality, to somehow force the world to be a different place when she opened them. “Darren caught the virus at a medical conference in Dallas. He—”

	“Darren?”

	“Darren was my husband. We ran the only medical clinic in town. I caught the virus from him. We didn’t know what it was back then. Thought it was some form of pinkeye. Until Cammy was spouting off one night. She could be so disrespectful sometimes.”

	Neil offered some tissues he had retrieved from the bathroom. “Yeah, teenagers can be like that.”

	Karen turned to him, eyes pulsing red. “Well, we weren’t going to put up with that for the next three years. So, that night while she was sleeping, I held her legs while Darren smothered her with a pillow.”

	Shrinking back in his seat, Paul struggled to maintain his composure, to conceal the shock. How could a mother kill her own child? When her number one mission on this planet should be to protect that fragile, developing human at any cost?

	“We told everyone she was at summer camp,” Karen continued matter-of-factly, her faucet of tears suddenly switched off. “But we realized that would only work for so long. We needed everyone else to understand why we did it. To see things from our perspective.”

	Her gaze drifted off.

	Leia squeezed her hand to bring her back. “What did you do?”

	Karen’s lower lip began to tremble. “It was time for the semiannual blood drive. Sponsored by the PTA. The local first responders always donated. Police, firemen, everyone. In fact, half the town usually showed up. Darren and I handled the needles. It was so easy. In less than a week, ours wasn’t the only missing child.”

	It was all beginning to make sense now. Paul said, “With the local authorities infected, you and Darren wouldn’t be held accountable for what happened.”

	The lightning-red eyes shot a look in his direction, causing a chill to run down his spine. “Oh, Darren was held accountable. I made sure of that.”

	“So, your husband …”

	“Won’t be coming home from the clinic. Ever.” Karen’s eyes became unfocused again. Like she had turned her vision inward to glance at her soul for a moment. “It wasn’t until this morning that I realized the end game of what I’ve done. All for death, and death for all. That’s when I decided I needed to take only one more life—the life of the person who destroyed Lost Valley. The person who truly deserves to die for the evil she’s done.”

	“That’s a lot of darkness you’ve built up inside you,” Paul said.

	Karen hung her head low. “I’m drowning in it. I was getting ready to kill myself when you three came by. I’m still not sure why I let you in. Even if Doctor Jenner has a cure for the snake virus, that can never make up for what I’ve already done.”

	Under the table, Paul pulled a bottle from his pocket and dumped out a single pill. He paused for a moment, sensing the magnificent power this narcotic contained. The very nexus between life and death rested patiently in his palm. He closed his fist and placed it knuckles down on the table. “What if I tell you that we have something that will not only cure the snake virus but will eradicate all the darkness inside of you? It can absorb the guilt and blame for all the evil you’ve ever done. All the evil you’ll ever do. All in an instant.”

	Karen’s eyes flashed red. “I wouldn’t believe you. There’s nothing that can save me. I’m too far gone to be redeemed. Sometimes, I wonder if I’m still human.”

	A peaceful smile formed on Leia’s face. “That’s the best part. This will save you and transform you into a completely different person. The kind of person Karen Hutchinson always should have been.”

	It was hard to tell if they were getting through since Karen’s face was stone. But Paul was convinced she had the draw, and if that was true, it was only a matter of time. The silence lasted for what seemed like forever. Then her cheek twitched, ever so slightly. A tear ran down her cheek.

	“I want that so badly,” she whispered.

	Paul opened his fist. He could almost hear the 10910 calling her name. Drawing her in.

	Karen was incredulous. “Is that a one-oh pill? That’s what cures the snake virus?”

	Leia nodded. “I’m living proof. Snake virus cure, darkness cleanser, person transformer. One-oh does it all. As a bonus, how would you like to help save the entire country?”

	The evidence needed to be ironclad, doubt-proof. Neil filmed the entire scene on his phone. Leia took a blood sample from Karen, ran the snake virus test—which came back extremely positive—then handed her a pill and a glass of water. Neil moved in for a close-up, curious to see the lightning-veins fade away, but the moment Karen opened her eyes after downing the water, they were as white as snow. A second test confirmed she was free from the virus.

	Within an hour, Karen’s friend Madison came over to her house to swallow a 10910 and get tested, also on video. They cried and hugged and cried some more before calling up Walter Stetiah. He arrived wearing a clean shirt but the same necktie, the bloodstains not completely washed out.

	“I don’t have the snake virus,” Walter insisted, even after having his mouth swabbed.

	Leia held up the testing kit. “I’m afraid your test results would beg to differ.”

	“I don’t feel sick. And my eyes aren’t bloodshot. I checked in the mirror.”

	“If you’re infected, you can’t see the red, either in your own eyes or anyone else’s,” Karen said. “I never noticed it until after I took a pill and was cured. But I can tell you for a fact, your eyes are bloodshot.”

	“What about your actions?” Leia asked. “I watched you stab that poor deliveryman this morning with a carving knife. Do you really think that is normal behavior?”

	“Hey, the local government says it’s not murder if the killing happens outside.”

	Paul couldn’t believe it. How could someone be so obtuse? Then again, the snake virus rewired the logical processing of the brain. Made people irrational. “Walter, let me ask you a question. A year ago, would you have attacked and killed an innocent man in cold blood?”

	“A year ago, I may have had a passing thought about doing it, but I never acted on it because it was illegal. But now the urge is so strong that I had to do it. Fortunately, the sheriff understands that’s just who I am.”

	“But it’s not who you were last year! Walter, look at the facts. Bloodshot eyes. A new urge to kill that you never had before. And most of all, a positive snake virus test. You’re infected, that’s the truth.”

	“Not if I don’t believe it.”

	“The truth doesn’t require your belief for it to remain true.”

	Walter rose from his chair. “Whatever. There’s nothing wrong with me, so I’m not gonna take your drugs. Is there anything else?”

	No draw here, apparently. How could anyone deny the overwhelming evidence of an infection, including an actual medical test? “Be aware that this is a choice between life and death, and you’re choosing death. If another snakey doesn’t get you, there’s a good chance you’ll commit suicide. All because you refuse to take a simple pill that has been proven, from decades of studies, to only have positive side effects. Why not take it as an insurance policy on the off chance you’re wrong?”

	“I’m pretty sure I’m not wrong.”

	“Are you willing to bet your life on ‘pretty sure’?”

	Shirley Davenport and Matthias Bacon were next, both of whom believed the test and took one-oh. Although, Matthias asked for two pills, arguing that he was quite a bit heavier than the average person and wanted to be sure to have enough of the drug for his body mass. Paul figured it couldn’t hurt.

	The biggest surprise of the day came from Harold Thocclia. After swabbing his mouth and showing him the positive test results, Leia explained the cure and offered him a 10910 pill.

	“I’m already on one-oh,” Harold stated calmly. “I take one every Sunday.”

	Every jaw in the room dropped.

	“That’s not possible,” Leia contended. “There’s never been a snake virus case in a one-oh user.”

	“I guess your test must be flawed. I can go get my bottle of pills if you don’t believe me.”

	It took a minute for Paul to figure it out. “Harold, why don’t you take another pill right now?”

	The veins in Harold’s eyes seemed to throb at the suggestion. “I’ve already had my one-oh for the week. And today’s not Sunday.”

	“But why would it hurt to take another one? You said you’re already a user, right?”

	Harold fidgeted in his seat. “Yeah, but I like my own pills, from the same dealer I’ve used for years.”

	“One-oh is one-oh. The real stuff is all the same. It doesn’t matter where it came from. Isn’t that right, Doctor Jenner?”

	“That’s correct,” Leia said, then turned to Harold. “Here, let me get you a glass of water.”

	“I don’t take it with water.” Harold raised his hands in protest. “I always take it with pop. Been doing it that way since I was a kid.”

	Bingo. Paul had suspected as much. “It doesn’t work with Coke—the carbonation breaks down the chemicals in the pill, ruining the effectiveness. You can’t add anything to 10910 except water.”

	“I’ve always been told that one-oh works no matter what you take it with,” Harold retorted. “Are you telling me that’s a lie? That it really matters if you take the exact same drug with water or pop?”

	“Unfortunately, that makes all the difference,” Paul replied. “You know, the best lie is a small aberration of the truth.”

	Leia offered him a pill and a glass of water. “Here, try this. You can tell it works by how delicious the water tastes afterward. Then we can repeat the snake virus test.”

	Harold turned out to be as stubborn as Walter, if not slightly more. His sudden urge to kill didn’t seem so out of place from the rest of the Lost Valley community—perhaps humans had evolved, he suggested. Leia balked immediately, stating that no scientist on the planet would believe that any noticeable evolution could occur in a time span as short as four months. Harold backpedaled, saying that maybe humans were always this way, with an intrinsic urge to kill each other, and society had squelched that natural inclination until now when people could finally be themselves. Dr. Jenner counterpunched that theory as well, arguing that the human race would have exterminated itself long ago if everyone was intrinsically a murderer. Harold’s final rebuttal was to get up and leave.

	Evening was settling over the valley by the time they had gone through the entire PTA roster. Aside from Harold and Walter, only one other person had declined one-oh, which was a pretty solid percentage. Paul called Sarah and told her to expect a few additional guests for dinner.

	The meal that night was an event Paul would forever treasure in his heart, the delicious food only accentuating the inspiring stories told by each of the PTA members. They ate, they drank, they cried, they hugged. In the end, as a perfect grand finale to a glorious day, Abe broke down and took his first 10910. And they all cried again.

	While they were eating, a cold front surreptitiously descended on the valley, creeping over the mountains and fingering its way through the pine forest. By the time everyone had finished dessert, the chill had invaded the Lost Valley Inn.

	Abe activated the fireplace, and everyone gathered in the lobby seating area, absorbing small tufts of heat and watching the television as they waited for the president’s address to the nation.

	Paul hadn’t felt this confident in months. “Out of nine PTA members, six became one-oh users. I’ve never seen such a great hit rate.”

	A classic goofy grin spread across Neil’s face. “Plus, we now have irrefutable evidence that one-oh cures the snake virus. Wait until the CDC gets a hold of this.”

	“Do you think Claitideon will back down on 10910 prosecution once it’s made public that the drug cures the snake virus?” Leia asked.

	Paul grinned. “It puts her squarely between a rock and a hard place. She’ll lose massive support if the snake virus takes over the country, but the only way to stop it is to legalize one-oh. Perhaps she’ll authorize emergency use only to treat snake virus victims, which is still a negligible percentage of the population.”

	“But doesn’t that—”

	“Wait. Here she comes.”

	Paul glanced at his phone. Claitideon was twenty minutes behind schedule. Unusual for her.

	“My fellow Americans,” she commenced dryly, reading from the page. “Our nation is grappling with a unique challenge—the snake virus pandemic. Tonight, I will outline our administration’s response and show how we will overcome this disease in short order.”

	Claitideon rambled through her speech, droning on about vaccines, masks, and safe sex. But she was off her game tonight. She failed to connect with the audience, focusing on the paper copy of her speech rather than the teleprompters.

	“Finally, I want infected Americans to know that your government will ensure you are treated in a fair and equitable manner with no discrimination because of your disease. Therefore, I am issuing an executive pardon for all crimes committed by anyone infected with the snake virus, effective immediately until this pandemic is over. Thank you.”

	“What?” Neil jumped up from his chair. “Claitideon is going to pardon snakeys? So, if you’re infected, you’re free to commit any crime you want? That’s insane!”

	Paul was only half listening. He wasn’t consciously employing his gift, but his ultraquick vision had caught something—something everyone else had apparently missed—and it was taking a moment to register in his brain. He turned to his host. “Can you rewind live television?”

	Abe handed Paul the remote. It was so unlikely, but he had to check. He could only pray that his gift had failed him, that he was sorely mistaken. But then, he paused the screen on precisely the correct frame.

	It was after Claitideon had finished her speech, the split second before the cameras had switched off. She did something she hadn’t done for the entire broadcast.

	She looked up. 

	With eyes as red as the devil.

	 



CHAPTER 31

	 

	Thus commenced the war for the soul of Lost Valley, Colorado. Infection versus cure. Virus versus anti-virus. Evil versus good. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The contagion of the snake virus was equally opposed by the proliferation of 10910 addiction—stealthily transported into town by an initial source, transmitted to the first round of recipients, disseminated exponentially thereafter, passed from each new user to their closest nonusers, and spread across the town like wildfire. One-oh was the anti-pandemic.

	The day after most of the PTA had cured their snake virus infections, all the users in town fanned out into the community, cornering the other snakeys one at a time. Utilizing the database of blood donors, it was easy to identify who was infected. That evening, the Lost Valley Inn hosted over thirty addicts for dinner.

	The pattern continued, day after day. Growing like a sapling firmly planted by a stream, absorbing nourishment through its roots, the branches sending out sprigs, sprigs maturing into branches and propagating their own offshoots, the trunk thickening, the canopy mushrooming, the growth astonishing. Soon, the entire town could relax in its shade.

	There were failures as well, interspersed amidst the healing. The running club declined the cure, its members too physically fit, too filled with kale smoothies and antioxidants and immunity boosters to succumb to any illness, let alone the snake virus. They jogged away from the cautionary tales, red eyes pulsing with their steady heartbeats. Confident they could take care of themselves. Until they reached mile five, and a pair of bloodshot eyes behind the wheel of a Ford F-150 veered off the road, jumped the curb, and plowed into the pack.

	Most baffling were those who consented to a mouth swab, swallowed hard at the positive test results, then still refused the drug. One-oh was too radical, too restrictive, too irreversible, they claimed. They preferred rolling the dice with a snake virus infection over submitting to a cure that required an addiction, even one proven beneficial by a mountain of evidence.

	Around midweek, Paul was walking with Leia and Neil to their next visit when he heard the wail of police sirens. Turning his head, he spotted a cruiser approaching from a side street. It squealed the turn, then sped directly to their position and skidded to a stop. Both officers hopped out and drew weapons. Aimed right at him.

	“Are you Paul?” one of the policemen asked. His eyes pulsed red.

	Paul backed up a few steps onto the lawn. His brain accelerated, picturing the trajectories from both guns. He watched their trigger fingers. Strangely, neither man had fingers actually on their triggers. 

	“Tell us if you’re Paul,” the other officer said, his voice shakier than his partner’s, but his eyes equally as bloodshot. “We only want to talk.”

	“If you only want to talk, then put away your guns, and we can have a little chat,” Paul suggested sarcastically.

	To his surprise, the officers glanced at each other, then holstered their weapons and tentatively approached him. The first cop displayed his palms as if Paul were arresting him. “No need for violence. We just want to question you. I’m Hank, by the way.”

	In a town with more murders than traffic violations, this was not the type of response Paul expected from a policeman with red eyes. 

	The Adam’s apple in Hank’s neck bobbed. His face tightened. His bloodshot eyes radiated tension and desperation. “Word on the street is that you have a cure for the snake virus.”

	Within an hour, the two deputies were downing 10910 pills in the dining area of the Lost Valley Inn, gulping glasses of water, then refilling them from a pitcher on the table. Once hydration reached a level that stretched the buttons on their uniforms, they sloshed to the lobby to process what had just happened.

	Paul, Leia, and Neil spent the rest of the afternoon talking to the other policemen who stopped by the inn at the behest of their buddies. Then to the families of those officers. By dinnertime, forty-four people had become 10910 users, including the entire Lost Valley police force. Not bad for a day’s work.

	As the week wore on, the dining area of the inn filled to capacity, then overflowed onto the patio, the back lawn, and the flower garden. Folding chairs and grills and coolers appeared. The scent of flame-broiled meats, the sounds of excited chatter and laughter ascended to the heavens. After the meal, musicians would assemble, or Sarah would demonstrate her methods for preparing 10910 pills from scratch. Once, Paul told stories of the Dark Prophet, about the miracles he facilitated in the past, about how he would return in the future and rule the world with the one-oh faithful. The evenings were magical, although more than once, Paul swore he spotted glowing red dots peering at them from the pine forest.

	The final nightly ritual had the trio slipping upstairs and huddling around Neil’s laptop as he tiptoed through his bogus admin account on the NEA computer system and snooped for the status of their case. The escape tunnel from the Topasteehl basement had eventually been discovered, but there weren’t any leads on their current location. With that information tucked cozily in his head, Paul would settle down for a peaceful night’s sleep, although Leia and Neil seemed to stay up talking for hours every night.

	Dawn muscled itself over the mountains guarding the east side of town, heralding their ninth and final day in Lost Valley. Yesterday, Leia had contacted the director of the CDC and, after offering evidence that Dr. Jenner was not deceased, arranged a meeting tomorrow with her and the CDC senior staff at the University of New Mexico. The agenda—to review the copious, rock-solid proof of a snake virus cure.

	The spread of 10910 addiction continued unabated, with four out of the five households they’d visited today having at least one family member take one-oh. The fifth kept a bottle of pills for consideration and would hopefully cave due to peer pressure from their neighbors. While departing from the last home, Paul spotted Karen Hutchinson scurrying up the driveway.

	“It’s my friend Millie,” Karen panted. “She sent an email and asked me to bring you three over right away. She said it’s an emergency. I’ve been looking for you all over town.”

	“Why didn’t you call? I gave you my number.”

	“I tried, but my phone isn’t working. I can’t get a signal.”

	Paul pulled his own device from his pocket. Instead of the bars showing connection strength, the top of the screen displayed No Service. Odd.

	Paul, Leia, and Neil piled into Karen’s SUV and traveled with her out of the residential section, onto the main street. She serpentined through the uneven countryside to a ranch at the base of the surrounding mountains. None of them could get a cell phone signal the entire way. By the time they arrived, Paul’s sixth sense was sounding an alarm. Something was amiss.

	They parked in the dirt driveway leading up to the main house, a single-story brick structure built before any of them were born. The sun was falling toward the horizon, casting long shadows from the cattle that grazed in the fenced pastures along the road. Paul stepped out of the car and drew his weapon, scanning the area for threats. A lone red maple tree staked out the front yard, and a barn stood stoically at the rear of the property. Otherwise, there was nothing but acres of velvety green neatly sliced up into compartments by barbed wire fencing. Various herds of livestock grazed in their respective sections, oblivious to the anxiety that seemed to permeate the atmosphere.

	Leia glanced up at Paul from inside the vehicle. “What’s wrong?”

	“Feels like a trap,” Paul replied, studying the ranch house. No signs of movement. Something else was out of place, though. Paul could smell it. Literally. Whenever the wind kicked up, there was a foul stench, somewhat faint, but incongruous with the normal farm odors from the livestock.

	Karen exited the SUV. “Millie’s an old friend of mine. She really needs help. I want her to take one-oh so badly. I was hoping the four of us could talk her into it.”

	“She’s infected?”

	Karen nodded. “She owns Millie’s Diner, near the highway. Business has dropped off this week since so many people have been eating at the inn. None of the one-oh folks trust her cooking anymore. I’ve been telling her about the drug, but she wouldn’t listen. Until today, when she emailed me about—”

	Paul ducked behind the car the second he noticed the front door open. “Get down,” he commanded Leia and Neil in the back seat. A middle-aged woman wearing jeans and a gray sweatshirt stepped onto the porch, her eyes glowing red. No sign of a weapon.

	Leaning on the top of Karen’s SUV, Paul leveled his pistol at her. “Show me your hands.”

	Millie hesitantly stretched out her fingers. “Karen?” She lowered her head and peered across the lawn. “What’s going on?”

	Karen stepped around the car toward her friend. “Millie, we’re here to help you.”

	Too many years of busting bad guys had given Paul a healthy paranoia. And this situation felt all wrong. Millie specifically asked Karen to bring the three of them all the way to her ranch at precisely the same time everyone’s cell service was mysteriously interrupted. Way too much of a coincidence. “We need to get out of here.”

	“No, wait.” Millie took a step toward them, her hands still out in front. “I need to hear about the snake virus cure.”

	The mountain range to the west obscured the sunlight from shining on the ranch house, and it felt as if the shadow border was accelerating toward him. A faint breeze rustled the maple leaves. The stench was more noticeable now. Coming from the garage. He motioned with his pistol. “What’s in there?”

	Millie turned pale. “Nothing. I mean, our cars and stuff.”

	“Open the door.”

	“Why? That doesn’t have anything—”

	“Open the garage now or we’re leaving.”

	Panic. “No, don’t leave!” She walked over to a small numeric pad next to the door and began to punch the buttons. “I’ll open it.”

	The opener engaged, slowly separating the jaws of the garage. The noxious odor crescendoed—halitosis from the belly of the house. Paul winced. His grip tightened on his pistol as he peered inside the dark cavity.

	There were no vehicles in the garage. In the center, slumped in a gray recliner, was a shriveled human male with an IV taped to his forearm. Based on the smell alone, he must have died days ago. Bracketing the corpse were bags of blood, along with cardboard boxes and glass vials.

	 “Oh dear heavens.” Karen coughed. “Is that Al?”

	Millie walked over to the cadaver, somehow impervious to the putrid malodor that must be almost asphyxiating from that proximity. She stroked his cheek affectionately, like they had just renewed their wedding vows. “Al found a place online that pays a thousand dollars for each vial of snake virus blood. They sell it to convicts so they can get infected and be pardoned for their crimes.” She turned to her beloved. “We’re gonna be millionaires, aren’t we, sweetheart?”

	Paul had seen enough. “Karen, give me your keys.”

	Karen stared into the garage, morbidly unable to look away. She tilted her head in his direction, then spun and retched on the lawn. After straightening for a moment, she opened her mouth to speak but instead bent over and hurled once more.

	“Karen, keys!” The adrenaline was flowing now. Paul twisted his neck around, searching the area, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Still silent, save Karen puking and Millie whispering sweet nothings into a decomposing ear.

	He yanked the purse off her shoulder. “Get in the car!” Sidestepping the puddle of vomit, Karen staggered around the car, heaved again, then fell into the passenger’s seat. 

	Millie scurried toward them. “Wait, don’t leave! Please, come inside. I need you to tell me about your drug.”

	Paul climbed into the SUV. “One-oh will cure your virus. That’s all you need to know.” He slammed the door, started the engine, and shifted into drive. Accelerated toward Millie. Her scream pierced the evening. She threw her hands out and stumbled backward. A split second before striking her, he swerved right and plowed straight into the garage, bulldozing Al’s prune-like corpse into the back wall. Glass shattered and blood splattered. Everywhere.

	Before the horrid smell could infiltrate the car, he threw it in reverse. Tires spun on the spilt plasma. He cranked the steering wheel hard right outside the garage, then shifted to drive and gunned the engine toward the street. What Millie said might not be true, but on the off chance it was, he couldn’t allow that much snake virus blood to be sold over the internet. Fortunately, Al didn’t seem to mind.

	Why would Millie invite them out to her ranch? Unless her cohorts had gotten stuck in traffic, there was no ambush. Perhaps she was insane, but how did she coordinate it with an area-wide cell service outage?

	He rounded a corner well above the speed limit. Curled up on the front seat, Karen slapped her hand over her mouth, trying to contain her next round of puking. Still no traffic to explain the tardiness of the ambushers.

	“Cell service is still out,” Neil announced from the back seat.

	Unless it wasn’t an ambush. What if it was a diversion? Paul glanced at the clock. The nightly festivities at the inn would be commencing right about now. If the snakeys wanted to attack the one-oh users, they’d have them all in one place. Sitting ducks. Plus, in an ultraliberal, anti-gun community like Lost Valley, what better way to ensure the advantage than to lure the three armed visitors as far away from the inn as possible? And to sabotage the local cell tower so no one could call the newly converted police force for help.

	The SUV sped toward town, chased by the shadow of the mountains as the sun descended toward the other half of the planet. It felt like they were in an infinite time loop—rounding each curve revealed the same forest they’d just left, cresting each hill produced no buildings, only another hill. Movement had been eradicated—not another vehicle or person or animal anywhere. The stillness was foreboding.

	Just when the next hill seemed as if it would descend into insanity, the sign for Main Street pointed them back to reality. Paul blew through the red light, nearly rolled the vehicle in the turn, then accelerated toward the police station.

	The deputies on duty jumped when they heard Paul’s theory. One tried to call the inn from the landline phone, but that wasn’t functioning either. “Something’s going on.”

	The other deputy returned from the back room, toting an M16 assault rifle, several clips of ammunition, and a walkie-talkie. “Take this and head to the inn. Radio us as soon as you can scope out the situation. We’ll round up the rest of the guys and meet you there.”

	Paul nodded. “Bring weapons.”

	The inn was less than five minutes from the station. But Paul only made it over the first hill before he slammed on the brakes. His frantic heart leapt into his throat.

	In the middle of the road, less than half a mile in front of him, a mob had assembled. They were marching toward the inn, blocking the entire street like a massive amoeba. Continually reshaping itself, the mob seemed to take on a life of its own—an intelligent creature that was greater than the sum of its parts. Crawling along, filling the entire space between the buildings, throbbing with chants and primal screams, and thrusting weapons into the air. A few people at the back turned at the sound of screeching tires. Their cat-like eyes seemed to glow in the dark. Tiny, pulsating red dots.

	Paul spun the SUV around, continually checking the rearview mirror closely for pursuers. But the amoeba was traveling in the other direction. He maneuvered the vehicle down some cross streets to a dirt road that ran through the forest behind the flower garden. Neil tried to work the GPS on his phone, but with no cell reception, the maps didn’t load properly. His best guess was that the mob was a kilometer or so out. They had maybe fifteen minutes.

	After a hard right turn, the SUV bounced its way across the tall grass as the dinner guests turned to watch. The nightly one-oh festivities had already started. Grill smoke lazily floated into the night sky under the outdoor lighting.

	“You three get everyone inside the building. I’ll find Abe to set up our defense.” Paul skidded the vehicle to a stop, grabbed the assault rifle, and sprinted through the crowd.

	In a matter of minutes, he had made his way through the inn and located Abe and Sarah, who were greeting guests at the entrance. They rushed out to the front yard and herded everyone inside. While they were urging guests through the door, Paul threaded his way toward the street. Tucked himself behind the hedges at the perimeter and peeked out. The mob was already in sight, undulating toward them. Red eyes glowing like a hoard of demons descending on their prey. Distance was about four blocks.

	He loaded a round into his rifle. Glanced down at the few clips of ammunition in his hand. The mob was too big. Too many snakeys. They’d never survive without help.

	He snatched the radio out of his pocket. “Deputy, where are you at?”

	“We’re about to leave.”

	“What?” Paul’s panic suppressor failed. “I need you here right now!”

	“You said to bring weapons, and it took a while to load up. We’re pulling out now.”

	“Take the back way down Elm Street, then go across the field to the back of the inn. Bring everybody. And hurry!”

	Paul leapt up the porch stairs and through the front door. Inside, the inn was packed. Standing room only. People were pushing furniture up against the front windows, preparing a barricade.

	Abe was directing the activity, Bessie tight in his grip. “Ain’t nobody gettin’ in here.”

	Paul patted him on the shoulder. “Good work, Abe. Police are on their way, coming in the back. Make sure they can get through to defend the front.”

	“Will do. Sheriff’s already here, by the way. He came for dinner.”

	“I’m going to check for the deputies.”

	 Paul rushed up the stairs and around the banister, then wormed his way across the second floor. Every room was crammed as the people from the backyard continued to press their way into the building. Sitting on beds, standing in bathrooms. Lined up along the hallway. They retreated into the wall to let him through. He made his way to a room along the back with a view of Elm Street.

	Folks were still on the patio, slowly funneling themselves inside. Surprisingly calm, considering the circumstances, which by now must have telephoned through the crowd. He couldn’t let these people die. But where were the blasted police? Staring across the garden, he clicked the radio. “Deputy?”

	“Almost there. Can you help us unload?”

	In the twilight, three sets of headlights turned down Elm Street, headed toward the field behind the inn. The cavalry had arrived.

	But not in time. As Paul made his way toward the stairs, he could see the mob spilling into view through the front windows. Red eyes glowing, throbbing with hatred, coiling with fury, which they would unleash on the inn at any moment.

	Suddenly, a voice boomed from the second floor, amplified by a bullhorn. “Citizens of Lost Valley. This is your sheriff. I’ve known most of you since you were born. Gave you your first traffic ticket. Helped you change a spare tire.”

	The mob hesitated, red eyes suddenly focused on the second-floor window, toward their sheriff’s voice. It was a genius stalling technique. But for how long?

	Paul descended the steps two at a time. Abe met him at the bottom with six guys he had pulled out of the crowd. All with military experience. All ready to do whatever was needed. Paul hustled them like fish swimming upstream to the back door.

	On the patio, Neil joined the group. “Hey, Paul. Any way you could use your gift to disarm the mob?”

	“Not a chance. I can’t track more than three or four guys at a time. Maybe five max. There are hundreds out front. Our only chance is … What in the world?” Paul blinked to clear the mirage from his mind. But upon second glance, the impossibility was still there. Ahead of him, crushing its tires into the lawn, an armored personnel carrier was shutting down its engine and opening the back.

	As everyone hurried to unload, the deputy hastily explained. Apparently, there is some government program that transfers excess military equipment directly to local law enforcement—at no cost except for shipping charges. Whenever the sheriff couldn’t sleep, he’d log in and sign up for the latest gear. Machine guns, grenade launchers, anti-tank missiles. Enough hardware to take over a small country.

	Paul and his defenders—the six military guys and eight deputies—zigzagged their way through the crowd, weapons in tow. They scrambled to set up the equipment behind the makeshift barricade along the front windows, working quickly and efficiently, like they had been a special forces team for years.

	Paul peered out the window, past the honeysuckle bushes and flowers, to the crazed mob. Hundreds of pairs of glowing red eyes stared back, throbbing with rage under the dimness of the streetlights. They had initially hushed at the sound of the sheriff’s voice, but now several in the front were yelling, cussing at the inn, screaming death threats to everyone inside. The mob inched closer, maybe twenty meters away, but was still looking up at the second floor, toward the bullhorn. Not focused on the front door. Yet.

	Suddenly, the mob appeared different. No longer barbaric invaders to be repelled and cast into oblivion. Instead, they were more like preschoolers throwing a collective tantrum, refusing to eat their vegetables or brush their teeth or share their toys. Their errant minds were seduced by unfettered emotions, their corrupt behavior derived from inborn darkness. Desperate for parental discipline to goad them toward propriety.

	“Guys,” he said to the defenders. They looked up, straining to hear his voice over the bullhorn and profanity from the mob. “These people are fellow citizens, driven to violence by the snake virus. I’m going to see if I can talk them down. Let’s try not to kill anyone. If they rush the inn, maybe we can shoot a couple of them in the leg or something.”

	He expected an argument or at least shock from the veterans. But to a man, they all nodded in agreement, then settled into position, aiming low.

	Turning to one of the deputies, he asked, “Do you have rubber bullets? Or tear gas or something?”

	The deputy shook his head. “This is our first riot.”

	Paul again sidestepped through the crowd, which was packed like sardines throughout the inn. People squeezed together to let him through. Bodies were everywhere, lining the stairs, along the hall, filling every room. Many of them were popping 10910 pills and waiting for destiny to play out the hand.

	By the time he reached the front bedroom on the upper floor, the sheriff had backed from the window. “That’s about all the time I could buy. Are we set up downstairs?”

	“Almost,” Paul replied. “Let me give it a shot.”

	Paul leaned out the window as the sheriff handed him the bullhorn. The crowd reminded him of Neanderthals, shouting and grunting, carrying kitchen knives and shovels, some with chainsaws, one guy with a weed eater. He didn’t see a single firearm.

	The bullhorn squeaked. “People of Lost Valley, this is Paul. I think a lot of you know who I am. I’ve been in your town for nine days now, and during that time, I have seen a miracle. Lost Valley has transformed from a paranoid town, a place where every person feared their neighbors, to a kind, giving community, where every night good people cook for each other and laugh together.

	“You can be a part of that transformation. You can abandon your hatred, your bloodthirst, and join your neighbors in supporting and helping each other. The way this town used to be. The way it should be. The way it can be again.”

	Some guy in the front of the mob cussed at Paul, shouting that he was going to gut him like a fish.

	“You are all infected with the snake virus. I can see it in your eyes, even if you can’t see it for yourselves. That is what’s making you hateful. That is what is corrupting your thoughts. That is what gives you the urge to kill. But we have the cure. Inside this very inn, we have a drug that will eradicate the virus and turn each of you into the person you were meant to be.”

	The leader at the front turned to yell at the rest of the mob, pointing with his knife at the inn’s front door. Paul couldn’t quite make out all the words, but based on their body language, their next intention was obvious.

	He had to turn this around quickly. “Please, everyone. Put down your weapons and peacefully join us. We can cure your disease. We can make you well again.”

	The mob began to rumble, pulsing with a life of its own. Moving with weapons pointed toward the front of the inn.

	“No! Don’t do it! We have military-grade defenses protecting the inn. If you attack, you will be killed. Stop and think about what you’re doing.”

	But they weren’t going to stop and think. Because there was no “they” anymore. No humans with reasoning abilities. Independent decision making had been superseded by the collective, each person’s conscience overruled by the mob mentality that had infected every brain in the group. The drug 10910 cannot save a crowd. It can only save individuals, one at a time, when each person achieves a moment of clarity, realizes their corrupted state, and seeks redemption.

	The movement continued forward. The mob was only fifteen meters from the door now. Knives, hatchets, chainsaws, all raised in the air. 

	“You’re not going to win. We have machine guns and assault rifles. Your kitchen utensils and lawn equipment don’t stand a chance. Please let us save you. You don’t have to die!”

	Ten meters. Several people in the front broke off from the mob and stormed toward the porch. They made it as far as the picket fence before the shots rang out. Popping from M16 rounds fired in quick succession. Hitting legs and knees. The onrushers each dropped like a rock, screaming in agony.

	The second wave of the mob approached, but differently. They didn’t try to run across the lawn or hurdle the fence or storm the front door. They fell upon their comrades—the wounded leaders on the ground—and murdered their own.

	It was the most horrifying sight Paul had ever witnessed. The third wave jumped the second, stabbing them in the back even as they slashed at the first wave on the ground. Their urge to destroy was so powerful, so undeniable. When they realized they could never gain entrance to the inn, they annihilated each other so they could at least kill something.

	The pleas continued through the bullhorn, but Paul’s voice was trailing off. They had the cure—thousands of 10910 pills waiting in pockets and purses throughout the inn. Every person in the mob could be healed, could be saved. There was no reason for them to die. If only they could ignore the lies in their head and accept the salvation already proven by half of the town. If only.

	After a few more individuals attempted to charge the front door, only to have their legs shot from under them, the rest of the mob sensed the futility of their riot. They satiated their appetite for death by finishing off the wounded, then they slowly dissipated into the night. Within the hour, it was over.

	The one-oh users in the inn poured out into the street to look for survivors. There were none. Twenty-two corpses littered the front yard. The next several hours were spent transporting bodies to the clinic—which also served as the morgue—under the watchful eye of the defenders. It was a night no one would ever be able to purge from their minds.

	When Paul finally returned to the inn, he found Neil and Leia cuddled on the couch in the lobby, staring at the laptop screen. “Are you on Wi-Fi? Or did they restore cell service?”

	“Yes, and yes.” Neil glanced up, a look of concern on his face. “But we’ve got a bigger problem.”

	“What?”

	“The NEA must have found out that Sandy tipped us off about the raid. She’s been arrested.”

	 


CHAPTER 32

	 

	The moment of truth had arrived. D-Day, in the form of a clandestine meeting with the CDC. Possibly their only chance to establish a beachhead in the rapidly developing war against the snake virus. Success would facilitate a counteroffensive with the only weapon in their arsenal—10910. Failure would be irrecoverable.

	Sandy’s arrest had taken Paul completely by surprise. She had seemed so careful, sending only one message, and that from a burner phone. After some digging, Neil discovered that the NEA had acquired Paul’s phone log, traced back which device had sent the text, then reviewed the cell tower pings for the personnel in the Dallas office. The anonymous burner phone had been near only one other agent—Sandy Thompson. Apparently, not careful enough.

	Neil had arranged an encrypted video conference with the cabin to discuss the situation. Not only was Sandy implicated as a 10910 dealer, but she was also accused of causing the deaths of the entire Topasteehl family along with Dr. Leia Jenner and Brad Labradine. She had been arrested while on assignment in Guymon, Oklahoma, and was being extradited to Texas to face murder charges. The final comment included the term “death penalty.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense,” Leia protested. “Was Sandy involved with the raid on the Topasteehl house? And even if she was, how did she supposedly accomplish blowing it up?”

	“It’s a trick,” Brad deduced. “The only way we could prove Sandy didn’t kill us is to expose ourselves and show that we’re not actually dead. It doesn’t matter if she planted the explosives or not.”

	But what to do about it? Paul concluded that if the NEA upper brass was willing to deploy mech-snipers against his home, then they would have no qualms about fabricating enough evidence to get her convicted, if for nothing else than to have her serve as a warning to other rogue agents. How could they let Sandy die for risking her life to warn them?

	A kernel of a plan had originated from Neil. “She’s being transferred from the Guymon jail back to Dallas tomorrow. Maybe we can intercept and rescue her.”

	It ripped Paul apart inside. He owed Sandy, so he yearned to lead her rescue. But he couldn’t abandon Leia and Neil during their meeting with the CDC, which could easily be a trap. He needed to be in two places at once.

	The shocker came from Claire. “Brad and I will handle it,” she asserted out of the blue. And she wouldn’t be talked out of it. Not by him, not by anyone. “Don’t worry, Paul. We got this.”

	At the crack of dawn, after restless nights all around, they commenced their missions: Brad and Claire to Guymon, OK, to rescue Sandy, and Paul, Leia, and Neil to Albuquerque, NM, to meet with the CDC at the University of New Mexico. If fate smiled on them for the next twenty-four hours, they would all reunite at the mountain cabin the following day, home free.

	The UNM School of Medicine was housed in an old stone building that looked like it was lost in the wrong century, trying to find its way back into history through the more modern structures that constituted the remainder of the campus. Both the exterior and interior were a bleached, sterile white, harkening back to a day when colors were a fashion statement of disease and illness, and healing only wore apparel devoid of pigment. The trio bypassed the elevators and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, noting aloud different routes of escape should the meeting go south. When they arrived in the infectious disease lab, the CDC contingent was already seated around a large conference table. Anticipation and skepticism flooded the air. Showtime.

	The CDC director was a slightly graying, athletic woman in her midfifties. Her smile was surprisingly disarming as she warmly shook their hands and introduced her team. “So, Doctor Jenner, show us how you plan to save the human race.”

	An uncharacteristic look of peace settled over Leia. “I have to be honest. I didn’t create this cure, nor was I the one to discover it. I am simply a messenger passing on the good news to you. Please don’t give me any more credit than that. Now, let’s begin.”

	The next four hours were exhausting. Paul cycled between checking on Leia and monitoring the perimeter of the building, watching for threats of any kind. Neil worked the NEA computer system from his laptop. Meanwhile, Dr. Jenner was in the zone, elucidating how 10910 was the ideal cure for the snake virus. She covered every base, seamlessly answering any and all questions along the way. Blood tests from before and after, which they could reproduce with the vials she had with her. Innumerable video testimonies. Lab tests on the drug would fail, she asserted, due to a phenomenon beyond the current scope of scientific understanding. But in her well-documented human trials, the efficacy rate was one hundred percent.

	At length, Dr. Rochelle Franks, head of infectious disease, said, “It seems too good to be true.”

	“All I can say is that one-oh is too good. And it’s true.” Leia stared her down. 

	Rochelle broke eye contact first. “Excuse me, I need to use the restroom.”

	“Oh, good idea. I could use a bio-break myself.” Leia followed her out the door.

	Paul stepped into the hallway, watching Leia and Rochelle closely as they made their way to the bathroom. Then he did another sweep of the floor before escorting her back to the meeting room.

	But rather than take her seat, Leia marched up to the front of the room. “Before we continue, there’s a critical matter we need to attend to.” She turned to Dr. Franks. “Rochelle, is there something you’d like to share with everyone? Something about yourself that is relevant to this discussion?”

	Rochelle squirmed in her seat. “Uh, no. What are you referring to?”

	A long pause. “You’re infected, aren’t you?”

	Paul watched every muscle in Rochelle’s neck tense at once. Her skin flushed red. “What in heaven’s name are you talking about?”

	“I used the stall next to yours in the bathroom.” Leia watched her warily. “You didn’t flush. You didn’t even lower your pants.”

	“What are you trying to say?”

	“You’re using Visine. I bet there’s a large bottle of it in your purse right now.”

	Every head in the room was staring at Rochelle, mouths agape.

	“All my tests are negative!” she protested.

	“Tests are easy to fake, especially by a snake virus researcher. Trust me, I know.”

	The CDC director turned her head toward Leia. “You know?”

	Leia nodded slowly. “I contracted the snake virus a couple of months ago. And I covered it up just like Rochelle is doing. Although, sometimes, I would subconsciously slip up and do things like stab my pen into my paper.” She pointed down to the end of the table. “Like that.”

	Rochelle froze, staring down at her hand. She held the pen like a knife, with ink bleeding over her notebook from the smashed tip. Her hands were shaking. Perspiration beaded on her forehead.

	“Rochelle, is this true?” the director rose from her chair.

	Rochelle didn’t respond. She stared back, head trembling, lips tight.

	A tiny smile graced Leia’s face. She must be sensing the draw in Rochelle. 

	Paul could feel it too. He dug a bottle out of his pocket and dumped a pill into his hand. Offered it to Rochelle. “This will solve all your problems. All the ones that count, anyway.”

	“Wait!” the director shouted. “First, we need a blood test.”

	Two blood tests and a one-oh later, the meeting ended. They shook hands all around, except for Dr. Franks, who clung to Leia and wept for a solid minute. Then, the CDC director dismissed her staff so she could talk to the three of them in private.

	“I have a national televised address scheduled in a few days,” she said as soon as they were alone in the room, “where I will announce 10910 as the snake virus cure. Until then, I suggest everyone keep this information completely confidential.”

	Leia tilted her head back and exhaled. A long, drawn-out breath that she seemed to have been holding inside for months. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

	“I’m afraid you can’t take any of the blood samples or videos for evidence,” Paul noted. “One-oh is still illegal, and we can’t risk exposing any of these folks to the government. Speaking of which, are you okay with the backlash you’ll get from the president when you recommend a drug that she has a personal vendetta against? The banning of which was the cornerstone of her last campaign?”

	The director smiled. A determined, unstoppable, “damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead” smile. “Sometimes in life, you have to make a choice between the right thing and the wrong thing. Irrespective of the consequences, I always try to do the right thing.”

	She bent down and picked up her purse. Placed it on the table. Unzipped it and dug deep.

	Then, the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for the United States of America held up a half-empty bottle of 10910 pills. “Looking across the entirety of human existence, if ever there was a right thing to do, this is it.”

	*****

	Brad didn’t like it. Not one bit. He felt like he was about to climb into a pit filled with rattlesnakes and try to walk to the other side without getting bitten. “I don’t know about this,” he mumbled, probably for the tenth time.

	Soft fingers suddenly caressed the back of his hand, wrapping around and squeezing gently. The sensation was calming and electrifying at the same time.

	“Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” Claire’s voice was inexplicably confident. “Trust me.”

	He longed to caress her back, to intertwine their fingers. To stretch her hand toward his face and gently brush his lips across her knuckles. But he resisted the urge. This was one of those crucial moments in his life when he needed to be completely on top of his game, and the last thing he could afford was a romantic distraction. But it was so hard.

	The past week had been pretty slow around the cabin, with nothing to do but cook, eat, sleep, and lounge. He had spent countless hours with Claire, hiking through the woods, swimming in the pool, watching movies by the fire. Sometimes with their respective children, sometimes without. Each day that passed, it became more difficult to remind himself that the last woman he’d opened his heart to had broken it so badly. It wasn’t her fault, of course, but his heart couldn’t tell the difference.

	A chime from Claire’s phone forced her to break contact, inducing a twinge of disappointment in Brad.

	“According to Neil, the real agents are due to arrive in a little over an hour,” Claire read from her screen. “He just updated the transfer paperwork in the NEA computer. We should be good to go.”

	Brad glanced down at the GPS. Ten minutes out. This was going to be tight. But it had to be, or they would arouse suspicion if they showed up first thing in the morning and claimed they had driven all the way from Dallas. “I sure hope these fake IDs do the trick.”

	“Are you doubting my artwork?”

	“I’m just saying we need to be ready to make a run for it.”

	The Guymon police station was located right off the main highway through town. Perfect for a quick exit. It took Brad several attempts to back the fourteen-passenger van into a parking space to position it for a speedy getaway. “When we leave, we should head south, then double back once we’re out of town. In case anyone is watching which direction we go.”

	Claire hopped out of the front seat. “Good thing we brought the van. On the off chance that we need to bust out eleven other convicts on the way.” She was joking, but the nervousness cracked in her voice.

	“That’s the only wheels we’ve got. Unless you want to rideshare back to Colorado.”

	Their steps seemed unusually noisy as they hurried across the hot asphalt and into the building. A deep breath later, Brad was at the counter, whipping out his badge like he’d done a thousand times before. At least the vibe of a police station felt familiar to him. Claire fumbled her badge a bit, but she displayed it like he’d taught her.

	“Morning, ma’am. Agents Beaufort and Callahan from the NEA. We’re here for a prisoner transfer. Sandy Thompson.”

	A husky, well-built woman in her forties stood at the counter. Her pale brown hair was pulled up in a messy bun, with enough loose hairs trying to escape that it appeared as if she’d walked through a tornado on the way to work. Her face was weathered and seemed tired beyond her years. A large mole guarded the left side of her chin. 

	She glanced up at the clock. “It ain’t morning no more,” she snarled.

	“Heh, sorry. Been on the road too long.” Brad withdrew his badge just as she turned to view it. Claire mirrored his movements.

	The woman glanced over at her computer. “Did you say Beaufort and Callahan? Those aren’t the names or the pictures I have—”

	“Sorry, we swapped out agents this morning. You should’ve gotten an email with updated paperwork.” Brad could feel the sweat forming on his palms.

	Back to the computer. Clicking and typing. “Yeah, alright. I see y’all now. Show me your IDs again. I’m going to need to scan them.”

	Perspiration was beading on his forehead now. Ready to drip across his temple. This was not going well. Not at all. “Sure is a scorcher today,” Brad commented as he fumbled in his back pocket.

	“Penny?” Claire suddenly spoke.

	The woman shot a cautious glance at Claire, then looked down at her own name tag, which only read Muggleton. “Do I know you?”

	“We met last year on that case with those teens making meth in that barn outside of town. You were so helpful.”

	Penny squinted at her. “I remember those boys, but I don’t recall—”

	“You were worried about your son getting into OU. Was it Vince?”

	Fake recognition materialized on Penny’s face. “Oh, that’s right. You’re …”

	“Christy Callahan. Did Vince get accepted? He wanted to do electrical engineering, or something, didn’t he?”

	The tension in Penny’s face seemed to melt away. “He did get in. He’s studyin’ mechanical engineering. We drove down and dropped him off last week.”

	Claire smiled. “Right, mechanical engineering. That’s so impressive. I remember you said he went through some rough times. I guess, underneath, he’s really a good kid.”

	Penny pursed her lips and nodded. “He is a good kid.” She pulled out her phone and tapped the screen. “Here’s his senior picture.”

	Brad shouldn’t have been dumbfounded, but he couldn’t help it. Of course, Claire would find a way to come through when all seemed lost. What an amazing woman. It was all he could do to prevent his heart from completely melting on the spot.

	After ten minutes of family photos and childhood stories, Brad’s internal panic alarm began to sound. Loudly. “We probably should get moving. It’s a long drive back to Dallas.”

	“Let me show you where the prisoner is, and you can be on your way,” Penny offered. “I’ll finish up the paperwork later.”

	Claire smiled warmly. “Thank you, Penny. That is very kind of you.”

	The buzz of the security door opening caused Brad to cringe as if it were a faux-agent detector. The decor was completely gray—floor, walls, ceiling, even the iron bars of the holding cells. The atmosphere had that distinct scent of a jail block, a mixture of urine and body odor poorly masked with industrial antiseptic. Only a couple of folks were locked up today, none of whom seemed interested in the two fake NEA agents walking past.

	Brad’s heart skipped a beat as they spotted Sandy slumped on the bed in the last cell. He had to cut her off before she gave them away. “Sandy Thompson? I’m Agent Beaufort. This is Agent Callahan. We’re going to escort you back to Dallas.”

	Sandy looked up. She blinked hard as if she was hallucinating. “What—”

	“I said we’re Agents Beaufort and Callahan,” Brad enunciated. “We’re taking you to Dallas.”

	Her eyes grew as big as saucers, her mouth gaped, then clamped tightly. Her cheeks twitched as if trying to stifle a grin.

	Fortunately, this wasn’t Brad’s first prisoner transfer. He followed the standard procedure with natural ease, including cuffing Sandy’s arms behind her back. After they badged back through the security door, prisoner in tow, Penny went and fetched a bag with Sandy’s belongings.

	“It was great to see you again, and I’m so happy your son is doing well,” Claire said as they headed toward the parking lot.

	“Hang on a sec, let me get you a few waters from the fridge for your drive.” Penny turned and strode off.

	Brad glanced at his phone. Every additional minute they spent only increased their chances of getting caught. He edged Sandy toward the door until Claire shot him a look.

	Three water bottles were received with a warmth only Claire could muster. “Thanks for everything. I hope we can work together again sometime.”

	They were out. Brad’s heart was thumping so loudly, he swore that the cops chatting in the parking lot could hear it as he walked past. He fumbled with the car remote, finally unlocking the doors as he hurried for the van.

	“Excuse me, Christy?” Penny was jogging across the parking lot toward them, waving her cell phone. “Hang on a sec.”

	Claire turned toward Penny, her face as calm as a summer breeze. “What is it?”

	Penny’s expression turned sour. She glanced over at the officers still chatting across the parking lot, then turned to Claire. “I got this text just now. From the original agents who were supposed to pick up Sandy. Said they would be here in ten minutes.”

	“Well, isn’t that odd,” Claire replied. “Must be some mix up at the NEA. I tell you, if I had a dollar for every time—”

	Penny’s hand slid across her thigh, then rested on the butt of her pistol. “I’m gonna need y’all to come back inside until we get this all straightened out.”

	Panic flooded Brad’s brain. His own weapon was nestled against his rib cage. He might be able to outdraw Penny. But then what? Try to take her hostage? With two officers standing a few paces away, one of whom was holding a shotgun? The odds of pulling that off were slim to none. Without the slim.

	“Of course, Penny. We wouldn’t want to cause an issue for you. I’m sure we can get this all straightened out as soon as they arrive.” Claire stepped toward her.

	Brad’s mind shifted into high gear, trying to think of an out, a way of escape, even without Sandy. Nothing. Penny was staring him down, waiting for him to move before walking with Claire inside. They were as good as caught. He pulled Sandy back toward the police station.

	“Funniest thing,” Claire said midstride. “I think I saw Ronnie.”

	Penny’s face crinkled. “What?”

	“We saw Ronnie—isn’t that your husband’s name? He was driving a black Chevy pickup truck. Went right past here.”

	“Can’t be. Ronnie works across town.”

	“Does he have a black pickup? With a big chrome bumper? I swear the guy looked exactly like that picture you showed me. He was driving with a young blonde.”

	Penny’s chest began heaving up and down. Her face glowed red like a warming lamp at a fast-food restaurant. “Who did you say was with him?”

	Claire was taken aback. Or at least seemed to be. “A young blonde. Shoulder-length hair, kinda curly. Is that your daughter? I didn’t know you had a daughter. She’s beautiful.”

	The breath moving in and out of Penny’s nostrils was audible now. Her face looked like she was growing fangs inside her tightly pressed mouth. “That son of a—”

	“I could be wrong. Although, you could always check. Do you have that app on your phone that lets you locate family members?”

	In an instant, Penny was tapping away on her device. Staring at the screen. Frantically zooming in with her fingers. “Motel Six,” she mumbled, then crescendoed to a shout, aimed down the highway. “You are so dead!”

	Storming over to the officers across the lot, she yelled, “Carl, keys!”

	Carl looked up, bewildered. He dug into his pocket. Apparently, not fast enough.

	“Keys now!”

	Penny snatched them out of his grip and grabbed the shotgun from his other hand. “I’ll take this too.” She spun around, jogged to a cruiser, hopped in the front seat, and set the twelve-gauge next to her to ride shotgun.

	Claire shuffled toward the van, ushering Brad and Sandy out of the way as the police cruiser sped past them, then screeched out onto the highway. Sirens blared and lights flashed. Ronnie was in for the surprise of his life.

	“We can go now,” Claire said sweetly. “I think Penny will be occupied for a while. As they say, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

	Brad didn’t need to be told twice. He helped Sandy into the back, then hustled around to jump into the driver’s seat. He had to remind himself not to squeal the tires as he turned onto the highway. South, toward Dallas. Which was, fortunately, the opposite direction from Motel Six.

	He had Claire check the mirrors while Sandy lay down across the seat, out of sight. The van weaved through traffic but only slightly above the speed limit. No one seemed to be following them.

	Barely five minutes later, Claire pointed across the median. “There are the real NEA agents. They’ll probably have to wait a bit, considering Penny’s a little preoccupied right now. But to be safe, we should reverse direction.”

	Using his GPS, Brad found some farm roads that turned west, then north, eventually intersecting with the highway to Colorado. Sandy talked almost the entire trip, describing how she had found out about the raid on Paul’s house while at dinner in Washington, DC, then she snuck off to the bathroom to text using her burner phone. She was on assignment in Guymon when the local police broke into her hotel room and arrested her. Later on, she found out they had pinpointed her cell phone at the same location as the burner phone that texted Paul.

	“I thought I was dead for sure when they trumped up those phony charges about me blowing up Paul’s house,” Sandy said. “You know, when it first happened, I was a little worried you might be dead, but that explosion looked like classic Topasteehl trickery. I wasn’t at all surprised when they couldn’t find any bodies.”

	Brad said, “But you weren’t even a part of the raid. How could the NEA think you did it?”

	“Oh, the NEA doesn’t. They arrested me for ruining their raid. It was the FBI that stepped in and came up with the idea of the phony murder charges to get y’all to expose yourselves. The NEA was actually against it, but the president herself overruled them. She knew Paul wouldn’t let me face the death penalty for murders I didn’t commit. No one, including me, ever thought y’all would attempt a rescue.”

	The skies grew overcast as they drove, hastening the sunset. By the time they reached the mountains, the van’s headlights had to probe a path through the inky night, groping in the darkness for the cabin. When they finally arrived, a welcome party awaited them in the circle drive, hugs and backslaps and cheers and laughter all around, followed by a late-night victory dinner prepared by Ruth. Brad was starving.

	“Where’s Paul?” Sandy asked, concern evident in her voice.

	Brad chuckled. “Paul’s on his own adventure. We promised not to say anything. He wants to tell you in person. He’ll be back tomorrow.”

	She tried to pry it out of him, but Brad held firm. A promise is a promise.

	As the meal ended, Claire fell strangely silent. Even while Brad related, yet again, the tale of how they had escaped. “Penny was cussing like a sailor and ranting about using a butcher knife to, uh, perform a genital amputation.”

	Sandy peered over at Claire. “How do you do that?”

	Claire raised her head and stared back. Intensely. “Sometimes, when I look closely enough into a person’s face, I suddenly know things about them.”

	“That is amazing.” Sandy paused, her gaze locked with Claire’s, a twinge of fear in her eyes. “Is there anything you suddenly know by looking at me?”

	“I know you’re still infected with the snake virus.”

	 


CHAPTER 33

	 

	For almost a day, Paul’s mind writhed in agony, imagining various fates about to befall his family and closest friends. Wallowing in guilt for not being there to protect them. Blaming himself for their capture and impending deaths.

	Brad had texted one message late last night. 

	We’re being raided. Sandy’s still infected.

	By the time Paul had swum up out of sleep and typed out a response, his reply went unanswered. He woke Neil, and they spent the rest of the night combing through the NEA computer system for a clue. Nothing. Either it was the FBI or some NEA operation that was completely off the books. By dawn, they had drifted off into an exhausted, tortured sleep.

	Tonight, he received an email. From none other than Sandy. No subject, no message. Only a video.

	“Hello, Paul.” Sandy’s face appeared on the screen, resolution etched in her eyes. Eyes that were bloodshot. “There are some people with me that you should see.”

	The camera panned over to the far wall. Ruth, Tyler, and Deb sat uncomfortably in office chairs with their hands behind their backs, bitterness written on their faces. Paul’s blood began to boil. His mind blurred between pleading for mercy and threatening the vengeance he would exact should a single hair on their heads be harmed.

	“Don’t listen to her, Dad!” Tyler spewed. “Whatever she’s asking, it’s a—”

	A rifle butt to the abdomen silenced his outburst. Tyler folded over and crumpled to the floor, groaning. The pain resonated in Paul’s own gut, as real as if he had received the blow himself.

	The video returned to Sandy. “Take them back downstairs!” she shouted off camera. Then, back to Paul. “We don’t want to hurt anyone. We really don’t. But you broke the law, and you need to pay the consequences.”

	Her lower lip quivered slightly. “It’s a shame it had to come to this. But to be honest, you brought this on yourself. Why did you have to betray me? After all those years that I was faithful to you, through thick and thin, standing by your side. I was patient, so patient, but you …” A thin band of moisture formed along her lower eyelids. “I loved you, Paul. I loved you so much. Why didn’t you love me back?”

	Paul could feel his face redden. In his peripheral vision, he detected Leia and Neil both glancing in his direction. The innocent crush Sandy had on him for all these years had come back to bite him. Beyond that, Sandy had been his right-hand woman for years, his wingman in a hundred different endeavors. How could she double-cross him like this? From her perspective, he had turned traitor first by taking one-oh, but that didn’t lessen the sting of the knife in his back, especially now that she was threatening his family.

	“If that wasn’t enough,” she continued, her voice rising, “I would have followed you to the ends of the earth to eradicate one-oh. That was our mission in life. Our mark on history. But you went behind my back and got addicted to that crap! Then, you turned on the NEA and used your inside information to thwart their drug busts. You betrayed me twice!”

	A quick swipe with her fingers and the tears were gone. “Well, I am so over you. And I’ve found someone else. Someone a hundred times better. Paul, I want you to meet my boyfriend, Jonathan.”

	A man stepped into the frame, well-dressed with slicked-back hair. His eyes were even more bloodshot than Sandy’s, crimson bolts of lightning erupting from his pupils.

	“Oh dear God,” Leia cried out. Her face went completely pale, her eyes stricken with terror. Pushing back from the laptop, she fell out of her seat, then tried to scramble backward across the floor. It was as if the man were a demon about to leap from the screen and claw his way into her soul.

	Neil hurried over to her. Whispering in her ear, he raised Leia to her feet. She didn’t respond, her catatonic gaze fixed on the laptop screen.

	“Leia!” Paul yelled, trying to break the trance. “What is going on with you?”

	A trembling finger extended toward the man, his image paused on the screen, a smug grin chiseled across his closely shaven face. Leia’s voice was weak, hollow like a ghost. “That’s Jack Hostman.”

	Paul’s memory replayed the images of the Delphi Mental Health Clinic. The piles of rubble, the heaps of complete destruction. How could anyone have survived?

	But he had survived. Confirmed by Leia’s pallid expression. And not only survived, but beguiled Sandy into doing his bidding, luring her into his trap. Luring them all.

	A tap on the screen and the video resurrected itself from pause. “Hello, Paul. You can call me Jack, by the way. Sandy’s the only person who calls me Jonathan.”

	Jack’s lightning-red eyes throbbed. “Hi, Neil. Oh, and I can’t forget the lovely Doctor Jenner.” He turned to Sandy. “Leia and I dated for a short while before I met you.” His gaze returned forward, looking right in Leia’s direction. “I bet you miss kissing me, don’t you, Doctor Jenner?”

	Leia shrank back behind Neil, clutching his arm.

	On the screen, Sandy shot Jack a look. “I didn’t know you went out with Doctor Jenner.”

	Jack chuckled. “It was only a fling. Wasn’t it, Leia? But she was just using me, so I dumped her. Anyway, that was a lifetime ago. Now, I’m with Sandy, and I’m an advisor to the president. As Claitideon’s advisor, I have to inform you that she can’t have people running around her country, spreading disinformation about a drug to eradicate the snake virus. Especially a drug that could do more harm than good.

	“You know, Sandy called me after you instructed her to take one-oh. I told her it’s a worthless drug. She confirmed that after I instructed her to go ahead and take a pill, which had no effect whatsoever. Then I informed her about the real snake virus cure, which is Visine, of course. After discussions with the president, we decided to have her double-cross the double-crosser. She took that bag of drugs you hand delivered to her office and used it as evidence to justify the NEA raiding your house.

	“The only thing I couldn’t figure out was how you would escape. I foreknew that the raid would fail. That’s why I had Sandy warn you—to build trust and make you feel like you owed her one. To make you think she was on your side. To bait you into my snare.” Jack turned to Sandy and gave her a peck on the lips.

	She returned the kiss with a gleam in her eye. “Luckily, I’m dating a guy whose boss has presidential pardoning powers. And who’s genius enough to come up with the idea of having the NEA broadcast that fake news story about me being blamed for blowing up Paul’s house.” She rotated back to the camera. “After all I did for you, we thought you’d give yourselves up for sure. Who would have guessed you’d come and rescue me?”

	“That’s only because they had Claire,” Jack snorted. His evil stare turned toward Paul. “But you don’t have her anymore. I do. And the rest of your family as well. So, here’s what you’re gonna do. The three of you are going to turn yourselves in at an NEA office. Or FBI, it doesn’t matter, the president has everyone aligned against you at this point. You have twenty-four hours. After that, I will kill one family member every two hours until you’re in custody. Or until they’re all dead.”

	Jack pulled closer to the camera, and his eyes pulsed a sinister red. “Don’t try anything. Remember that I’ll see it coming a mile away. Just ask Leia how powerful I am.”

	The video ended. The screen went dark, but the mocking image of Jack Hostman lingered in Paul’s mind, burned into his retinas. Any hope he retained of seeing his family again went dark as well. Despair overwhelmed his body, sapping his will, crushing his soul. He had no doubt that this monster named Jack Hostman would kill each and every one of his hostages, regardless of whether they turned themselves in or not. There was no way out.

	It was a still night in Albuquerque, without a cloud or a breeze or a sound. The silence swallowed up the world around them, engulfing the rest of the hotel and the city and the country until all that remained was their lone hotel room, an ark floating on a sea of hopelessness, their family and friends crying for help, struggling to stay afloat. Unheard across the vast ocean.

	It was Leia who finally came up for air. “I haven’t been doing this one-oh thing very long, but I thought when the situation was truly impossible, when you’ve exhausted every option and catastrophe seems inevitable, that’s when DP does his best work.”

	“How exactly is he going to help us?” Overcome with frustration, Paul raised his head, shouted to the ceiling. “Hey, Dark Prophet! My entire family and all our closest friends are being held hostage by an infected maniac named Jack Hostman. He’s threatening to kill them unless we give ourselves up, in which case, they’ll surely kill us. We could try to go to the authorities—oh, wait, that’s who’s threatening to kill them! So, you want to tell me what we’re supposed to do?”

	Paul’s phone buzzed.

	He sat up suddenly. Fished the device from his pocket. Held it out for all to see.

	Text message. From one of those five-digit phone numbers. From the number 10910.

	Use your gifts.

	 



CHAPTER 34

	 

	Gifts that develop in 10910 users are impressive and mysterious. Some masquerade as typical human talents, others seem to be plucked from the pages of comic books, while a select few manifest as conduits to the supernatural. But all are formidable when employed for the proper cause. Close to midnight, as luminous rays of moonlight shone on the tightly cinched curtains of an Albuquerque hotel room, three gifts huddled together, waiting patiently for their owners to tap their true potential.

	The first challenge was to locate the hostages. Almost a full day had elapsed since Brad’s admonitory text. A twenty-four-hour driving radius from the cabin in Colorado covered most of the country, and that was assuming they weren’t airlifted somewhere. Paul feared that locating his family and friends might be an unsolvable mystery.

	“Neil, can you find out where the email originated from?” Leia angled the laptop toward him. “Paul, let’s replay the video on your phone and see if there are any clues.”

	Tracking the email dead-ended pretty quickly since it had traveled through a host of secure government servers on its trek to Paul’s inbox. The video didn’t reveal much either. None of the hostages mouthed any silent messages nor made hidden gestures with parts of their bodies. On the next pass, they pondered over every word said, every expression, intonation, anything. Nothing consequential stood out.

	Frustration began to gnaw away at Paul’s spirit, but Leia only seemed to become more energized at the inextricability. “Let’s watch it again,” she insisted. “Write down every minutia, from the type of clothing they are wearing to the angle of the sun coming through the windows. Don’t consider anything too minor to note.”

	A fourth viewing. Then a fifth. And a sixth. “Play it with the audio off,” she instructed Paul. “Don’t watch their faces. Look for nonobvious clues.”

	On the eighth viewing, it hit Paul like a punch in the face. “Pause!” he yelled, even though he was the one holding the device. Frantically, he scrolled backward, zoomed and panned. Then, he sat and stared, his finger almost punching a hole through the screen. “That painting on the far wall. I swear I’ve seen that before.”

	Neil found the same frame on his laptop, captured a screenshot, and sent the image through an AI image matching program. They waited as the search progressed.

	It was like groping for a light switch during a nighttime power outage. Paul’s mind tripped over endless invisible objects, striving to reach a distant memory buried in darkness. A memory he couldn’t see but knew for certain was there. Somewhere.

	All at once, it came to him, like the flick of a switch. “I know where they are.”

	Over a year ago, when Paul was still persecuting one-oh users, he’d sanctioned a multiweek scientific study to demonstrate the worthlessness of the drug. Those clinical trials were held in a remote government compound outside Amarillo, Texas. Paul spent most of that time sulking in the administration building, stewing that the study was proving exactly the opposite. And staring at the same artwork inadvertently captured in the background of the video.

	*****

	Eighteen hours later, Paul found himself crouched low in the dense underbrush outside the compound, perspiration sliding down the sides of his face. The pain in his legs was flaring up—centipedes with razor blades for feet crawling along each femur. He clamped his eyes shut and waited for the agony to pass. Better now than in the thick of battle.

	He pulled a water bottle from his pack and drank deeply, then popped a one-oh pill and imbibed again. There might not be another opportunity to quench his thirst, and dehydration tended to dull his ability.

	It had taken several hours to formulate their plan of attack, which included a pit stop in Lost Valley on the way to Amarillo. Leia did the majority of the driving while Neil worked the computer. They had insisted that Paul rest as much as possible, although he was only able to doze off twice, each time for but a few hours of fitful sleep before his adrenaline alarm clock roused him.

	According to Neil, the entire front entrance of the compound was extensively monitored by security cameras, so Paul had launched his mission from a county road that ran along the rear of the property. He had hiked several miles through the thick woods to reach the back fence.

	Peering through field glasses, Paul located the lone security camera in view, slowly sweeping the perimeter like a drowsy night watchman rotating his head from side to side. After waiting for the camera to point away from his position, Paul sprung from his cover, hustled to the next clump of foliage, and ducked down. Three sweeps later, he was within spitting distance.

	The camera rotated again, and Paul was at the fence. He scrambled up the chain link and dug his toes in for support while using wire cutters to snip the three barbed wires strung along the top. Then, he flipped himself over to the other side and hid in a bush directly behind the camera. He was in.

	His mind went into military mode, suppressing emotions, adhering to his training without hesitation. Scan the area for movement. Check location using GPS on his phone. Adjust bearing to approach the admin building. Move quickly and quietly from cover to cover.

	Unfortunately, the compound was expansive—the distance from the back fence to the admin building was over two kilometers. Paul picked his way through the green undergrowth, his vision continually alert for movement or a camera or anything that didn’t belong. The pungent odor of insect repellant filled his nostrils. Sweat dripped off his chin. 

	All at once, he froze. Peering closely, it seemed like his mind was playing tricks on him. But it wasn’t. The hair on the back of his neck bristled. His heart began pounding like a bass drum in his chest.

	Attached firmly to the tree ahead of him, less than five meters away, was a mech-sniper drone.

	*****

	After searching his room for cameras and finding none, Brad went to work on the door lock using his belt buckle and a paper clip he had found at the bottom of a desk drawer. Someone had reversed the dead bolts on this floor so that the insides were keyed, effectively turning each suite into a jail cell. If he could get his lock picked, he could easily free the others. Unfortunately, these tools were less than ideal for the task.

	Suddenly, commotion came from the end of the corridor. He scrambled to his feet, shoved the paper clip in his pocket, and stepped into the adjoining bathroom. Two guards burst into his room just as he was buckling up.

	They zip-tied his hands behind his back, then escorted him upstairs to conference room 219. Everyone else, including Claire and his daughter, Lydia, was already seated against the wall, hands behind their backs, most likely aching from the zip ties digging into their skin. The looks on their faces made his stomach turn.

	“Well, it’s about time. Brad, you move as slow as cancer.” Jack rose to his feet. He was dressed sharply today in a crisp suit with a red tie knotted tightly against his Adam’s apple. Clean shaven. Hair slicked back. A smug grin was smeared across his face. “Speaking of cancer, how’s your wife doing?”

	Every muscle in Brad’s body tensed. He struggled to restrain his response, to not let this psycho get to him. It wasn’t working.

	Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, wait. She’s still decomposing. Same as all those serial killer victims you weren’t quick enough to save.”

	Through gritted teeth, Brad began to reply, but Jack had already turned his attention to the giant screen mounted across the front wall. It looked like a massive video game, like one of those first-person shooters or something, but eerily familiar. Brad’s heart plummeted as he recognized the graphics.

	“Speaking of not being saved, let’s take a look at a doomed rescue mission in progress right now. I’ve got twelve mech-snipers arrayed across the northern section of the compound. And if we zoom in right here”—Jack pointed to the screen, and the technician sitting at the front busily adjusted the view—“you’ll see our target.”

	The image centered around a single person, his wire-frame body glowing amidst a clump of trees. At the far left of the screen, another figure appeared, moving like a soldier, rifle raised to eye level. Then another, then several more. All converging toward the tall man in the center.

	Jack stepped next to Ruth and leaned over. “You can’t tell from the graphics, but that highlighted figure is your husband. Surrounded by twelve mech-snipers. About to be confronted by thirty NEA special forces soldiers. About to be killed right in front of your eyes.”

	Ruth looked up, meeting his gaze. “Why don’t you just die already?”

	He bent down farther, right in her face, his nose almost touching her head. “Oh, there will be a lot of people dying today. But not me.”

	“How is it that you’re not dead already?” That question had plagued Brad since his capture, but his main motivation was to divert Jack’s focus away from Ruth, whose eyes were starting to glisten with moisture.

	Jack straightened and turned toward Brad. “Are you talking about Delphi? That cesspool of a facility should have been condemned years ago. I did everyone a favor by blowing it up.”

	If Jack was alive, then it would figure that he would be behind the bombing, probably to cover his tracks. “But how did you destroy the entire building?” Brad asked.

	“When President Claitideon pulled me out of that hellhole and offered me a position as her advisor, I told her I’d only accept on the condition that she firebomb Delphi. She didn’t even have to think about it.”

	“Claitideon did what?” Brad’s mind was racing. 

	The evil grin returned to Jack’s face. “Claitideon calls me Patient Zero. Even though none of her genius scientists can figure out why I got this bonus side effect of my awesome vision. Then again, they probably couldn’t explain Claire here either.”

	“The president’s scientists?” Brad repeated. The pieces were falling into place, and the puzzle was not turning out to be a pretty picture. “So, it was the US government that created the snake virus. They intentionally infected you while you were on assignment in China to shift the blame.”

	Why would Claitideon want to cause a pandemic in her own country? Brad opened his mouth to ask, but Sandy had already cut him off.

	“Wait—you were Patient Zero at Delphi?” Her bloodshot eyes shot daggers toward Jack. “So, it was you that infected me?”

	Jack shrunk back, looking like a teenager who had just set off the shoplifting alarm at the mall. “Um, no. Of course not. I was already—”

	“That’s why I got that strange assignment to visit Delphi all the way from Dallas. You knew Paul and Leia would be there—trying to find you—and that I would go to them for help after discovering I had the virus. You used me!”

	“I saved you!” Jack shot an accusatory finger toward Sandy. “I cured your snake virus. And I gave you what you wanted—Paul Topasteehl’s head on a platter! I set it up so that he’d confess to being a one-oh dealer so you could have your revenge.”

	“But you lied to me!” Sandy shouted back, her face almost as red as her eyes. “You—”

	She stopped suddenly, turned away, and moved a hand up to her earpiece. “Say again,” she said into her mic.

	All eyes in the room turned toward the screen. Thirty special forces soldiers formed an uneven semicircle around the lone glowing figure in the center. Brad’s stomach knotted.

	“Put the audio on the room speakers,” Jack commanded the tech.

	“… meters away.” A hoarse, clipped voice filled the room. “Should we engage?”

	Sandy glanced up at the screen. “What’s he doing?”

	“Just standing there. I think he’s on his phone.”

	“Move into position.”

	The semicircle began to collapse. A noose tightening around a condemned neck. The screen zoomed in as they moved until Paul’s head was clearly visible, jerking up as the special forces soldiers approached. Brad’s body tensed as if bullets from all the assault rifles pointed at his best friend were about to tear through his own gut.

	Rubbing his hands in glee, Jack glared at the screen. “It’s all coming together, exactly as I predicted. I knew Paul would embark on this futile rescue mission. I knew that he’d climb the back fence and walk right into the center of my mech-sniper configuration. I knew everything!”

	Brad glanced over at Sandy. She was studying Jack with a skeptical look. The veins in her eyes had contracted, the red was less visible. Could it be a moment of clarity?

	“I am unstoppable. With this power, there’s nothing I can’t do.” Jack spoke slowly as if the realization was only now occurring to him. “I’m a god. No other human can match my ability.”

	His head rotated toward Claire, who was cowering in her chair against the wall. His red eyes bore into her. “Not even you.” He walked over to stand in front of her. “What happened, Claire? Is your vision foggy? Can’t figure out what’s gonna happen?” His hand reached up to stroke her face even as she strained to pull away from his touch. He leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Since you’re so special, I’m gonna kill you last.”

	White hot rage boiled up inside of Brad. He stepped toward Jack. “Get out of her face before I wreck you,” he spewed, his hands straining against the zip ties. Several guards grabbed Brad’s arms, restraining him.

	“How are you going to do that?” Jack looked up at the screen. “I am in control here. I call the shots. And I know the outcome.” He hesitated for a moment, then turned to face Brad. “But why so protective? Why does it make your insides crawl when I say things like that to Claire?”

	Maybe it was the intensity of the situation. Or the fact that this may be one of his last opportunities. Or simply because he was weary of being in denial. Regardless, the words spilled forth spontaneously. Words that had been brewing for a long time. “Because I love her.”

	Claire’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

	He looked into her eyes. They were more beautiful than he remembered, despite the tears bubbling up around the edges. “I love you, Claire. I have for a while now. I’m sorry it took so long for me to admit it. But when we get out of here, I’m going to ask you out on a real date. With flowers and a good night kiss and all that crap.”

	“When you get out of here?” Jack yelled back. “This is the end. By tonight, your love story will be a tragedy. And don’t think the great Paul Topasteehl is going to save you. I already know about his gift. Paul can handle maybe five or six guys at the most. Not thirty. And even if he could, there’s no escaping the mech-snipers—they’re a thousand times faster than any human. Claire’s pathetic gift is totally offline now, so what else do you got?”

	Brad peered up into those lightning red eyes, pulsing with pure evil. “My gift,” he said quietly.

	The laugh that erupted from Jack sounded as if it came from a madman. “What gift do you have? Being a detective?”

	“Brad?” Claire looked over at him, her eyes pleading with him.

	“Don’t worry, I’ve got this one.” Brad so hoped that statement was true. “Trust me.”

	“You’ve got nothing!” Jack shouted. “I have everything. I not only control the whole situation, but I also know the future! I know how it’s going to turn out. I’m going to win!”

	“Oh, I believe that you know how things are going to turn out,” Brad replied. “But if your vision shows you winning, then tell me why your hands are trembling.”

	A moment of fury—Jack’s head quivering, his eyes glowing red. Then came the scream. A blood-curdling scream of wrath and hatred. Which only confirmed to Brad that his theory was correct.

	Jack spun around toward the front screen. The NEA forces were all in position now, mere meters from Paul, a helpless soul against overwhelming odds. “Special forces!” Jack yelled toward the room speakers. “Shoot Paul. Kill him! Kill him now!”

	No movement on the image. None at all.

	“I said kill him now!”

	“Jack,” Sandy pointed to the microphone on her headset. “I’m still in charge of this mission.”

	The room speakers squawked from the field commander. “Sandy, what are your orders?”

	This was his chance. Brad could only pray that she was indeed having a moment of clarity. “Sandy, you can save yourself right now. Jack is lying to you. He’s been using you.”

	“I am not!” Jack protested. “I cured you from the snake virus. I—”

	“You’re not cured,” Brad interrupted. “I can still see the red in your eyes. Visine only temporarily conceals the symptom. It isn’t the remedy. If it was, don’t you think the CDC would announce that to the whole country?”

	“He’s lying to you.” Jack edged closer to Sandy, wrangling her gaze from Brad back to him. “Your eyes aren’t red. Your snake virus is gone.”

	“Sandy, you’re still sick. The only cure is one-oh, like we told you.”

	“But if one-oh is the cure,” Sandy retorted. “Then how could I still be infected? I took a pill.”

	That threw Brad for a loop. But only for a second. “Did you take it with water? If you take it with soda, it doesn’t work.”

	Sandy turned and threw an accusatory glower toward Jack. “You told me to take it with soda.”

	Throwing his arms up, Jack stormed toward her. “It doesn’t matter how you take it. It doesn’t cure the snake virus! Look into my eyes. Do you see any redness?”

	Sandy shook her head.

	“Because Visine cured me! I’ve never taken one-oh in my life.”

	“Sandy, you’re still infected, so you can’t tell that his eyes are bloodshot,” Brad said. “Think about what Jack is proposing. He wants to murder Paul in cold blood. And then kill the rest of us. No trial, no due process. Is that what a normal, civilized human would do? Or does that sound like something motivated by the snake virus?”

	She glanced at Brad for a moment, then shifted her focus to the screen. Paul’s image remained docile, hands outstretched. Weaponless. Defenseless. Her conscience seemed to be in mortal combat with itself, trying to process the logic. She was almost there.

	The room speakers squawked again. “Target is surrounded. Permission to proceed?” the field commander wanted to know.

	“Sandy, look at me.” Jack’s voice flowed like butter. “You have to choose. Between Paul, the man who rejected you, who betrayed you, who lied to you. And me.” He paused for a beat. “The man who loves you.”

	She stared into Jack’s bloodshot eyes. “You love me?”

	“No!” Brad yelled. “He doesn’t love you! He’s using you—”

	“Yes, I love you,” Jack replied. Her attention was completely captivated by him now. Brad’s words didn’t even register. “I love you in a way that Paul never would.”

	“Sandy!” Brad cried out. He pushed forward, trying to step between them. Trying to break Jack’s hypnotic gaze.

	But the guards held him firmly.

	 


CHAPTER 35

	 

	Carson Viceroy tightened his grip on his assault rifle. “Sandy, come back. May we proceed?”

	No response. Only indiscernible background voices.

	He had dreamed of this moment ever since Sandy Thomson recruited him and his squad for this off-the-record mission two days ago. He had only been out of the hospital for a couple of weeks, his second visit there this summer. Both incidents had been caused by Paul, as he later found out. There was no way he would decline this opportunity for vengeance. And oh, how sweet it tasted.

	A mere three meters away, squarely in the sights of his LAR-15 assault rifle, stood his nemesis. Paul appeared unarmed, with his smartphone in one hand and his other hand clamped into a fist. “You know that you’re infected with the snake virus,” his foe stated matter-of-factly. “I can see it in your eyes.”

	It was a trick, and Carson wasn’t going to fall for it. Not this time. “Impossible. The FBI vaccinated all of us as soon as we arrived.”

	A moment of puzzlement shadowed his face, then Paul shook his head. “There is no vaccine. If there was, don’t you think they’d be distributing it nationwide? Those shots probably gave you the virus.”

	Interesting point. Why didn’t the government announce the vaccine? Carson’s brain couldn’t process the logic. Surely, Paul was messing with him. The same way he’d done with those accursed Post-it notes. And the deception about being crippled.

	“One-oh can cure the snake virus.” Paul held out his clenched fist, palm up. “It only takes one pill. It will remove the fog from your mind. Allow you to think clearly. Eradicate all the darkness inside of you. It can save you.” 

	Carson chuckled. “Is that the best you can do? Try to get me addicted to your stupid drug? You’re not going to win this one, Topasteehl. You’re no match for thirty special forces soldiers. And if you try to run, the mech-snipers will take you out. You’ll be dead before your second step.”

	Paul stretched his fist out toward Carson. “My life isn’t the issue here. Yours is. Right here in my palm, I have the deciding factor of whether you’ll live or die. The choice is yours.”

	Raising his rifle, Carson aimed at Paul’s heart. “I choose to kill you.” Then, into his headset, he said, “I’ve got Paul in my crosshairs. Can I proceed?”

	Still no answer. What was going on at the command center?

	“Do you know how a virus works?” Paul asked. “It starts as a single entity, infecting its first victim, often from a synthetic source. Then, it takes over, disrupts normal functions, corrupts command and control processes. Next, it uses the host to replicate itself, transmitting cloned viruses to others nearby. The spread is exponential. Once released, containment is nearly impossible.”

	“Yeah, I know how the snake virus works.”

	Paul glanced at his smartphone. “I wasn’t talking about the snake virus.”

	Panic flooded Carson’s brain. His adversary was up to something, he could smell it. But what? He glanced down at Paul’s closed fist, still held out toward him. 

	Suddenly, the headset came alive. “Shoot Paul. Kill him right now.”

	 The green light. It was music to his ears. Carson’s finger tightened on the trigger. Sweet revenge had been served to him on a golden platter. But what was Paul up to? How could some object concealed in his fist determine Carson’s life or death? His curiosity was overwhelming. “Show me what’s in your hand.”

	Slowly, Paul’s fingers uncurled. But it wasn’t a 10910 pill sitting there in his palm.

	It was a mech-sniper drone. With a flick of his thumb, Paul dislodged it from the small, crude box it was resting on. A red LED flashed for a second as its rotors engaged. Then the drone floated above his hand, levitated for a moment, and flew off toward the trees.

	Paul watched the aerial departure. “I was actually referring to a computer virus. It’s amazing the similarities to biological viruses. Reprogramming their victims to do their bidding. Utilizing their hosts’ resources to replicate themselves and transmit to others.

	“This one was surprisingly easy to create. Did you know that mech-sniper drones communicate using the same Bluetooth wireless technology as smartphones? And that they check for software updates automatically whenever they’re charging? All a hacker would need to do is replicate the charging function with a similar device.” Paul held up the small makeshift box still in his right hand. With his left, he wiggled his smartphone. “And upload a virus from a phone. Of course, the access is secure, so you’d need someone with the right clearance into the NEA computer system for the encryption keys.”

	Carson’s mind was a blur. “Why are you telling me all this? Who do you think you are—Superman giving a monologue?”

	“Not a monologue,” Paul replied. “It’s called stalling technique.” Waving his hands in the air, Paul drew Carson’s attention to the thousands of drones throughout the area. A wave of tiny, red flashes undulated across trees, through the bushes, along the ground. “The LED indicates a software update from the wireless communication protocol. I needed to buy a little time to allow the virus to finish loading into the initial host and then be transmitted to the others.”

	Paul raised his voice, addressing the entire contingent of special forces. “This computer virus is known as an inversion program. Pretty simple, really. It inverts the object identification sent back to the mech-sniper base units. Instead of targeting me if I tried to escape while avoiding each of you, the mech-snipers will now assassinate anyone who moves. Except me, who will be carefully avoided. Oh, and by the way, there is no cure.”

	Paul stepped out of the aim of the thirty assault rifles. Two soldiers to Carson’s left turned to keep Paul in their sights. Instantly, the woods were filled with thunder. Six shots, mere microseconds apart, echoed across the compound. The two men collapsed to the ground, each with a bloody triangle of gunshot wounds in their chests.

	“I warned everyone not to move,” Paul chided, shaking his head at the two bodies face down in the dirt. “I think this virus may have increased the motion sensitivity level. Y’all better stay very, very still.”

	Carson’s hand began to tremble. Rage engulfed him, shaking him to the core. How had Paul beaten him again? The thought of yet a third humiliation from this man was unbearable.

	Watching out of the corner of his eye, Carson saw Paul walk by with an expression of pity on his face. He couldn’t let Paul win. He’d never be able to live with himself. His logical thought processes malfunctioning, he convinced himself he could turn, shoot Paul, then return to his original position fast enough that the drones wouldn’t notice. He just had to be quick about it.

	*****

	The final three fifty-caliber shots caused Paul to jump. He hadn’t expected anyone to flex a muscle after the first round of victims. He craned his neck around. It was Carson. What was he thinking? He, of all people, should understand the capability of this technology and know not to challenge it.

	Suddenly, an idea hit. After scanning the agents in front of him and noting the trajectories of their weapons, Paul backtracked to Carson’s body and extracted his earpiece. Might come in handy.

	A volley of gunfire burst past Paul’s shoulder. He reflexively ducked, then turned toward the sound. Another agent was trying to shoot Paul by rotating his rifle ever so slowly. Paul hurried out of the line of fire, even as a triple report of the mech-sniper tattooed a red triangle of death on the agent’s chest.

	It was like time had been halted in the universe. The other agents resembled haunted statues, still aiming at the spot where he stood not two minutes ago. The only motion came from eyeballs, red with snake virus, straining to look in his direction from their stationary sockets. The only sound, a steady chorus of mumbled profanity expressed through closed lips.

	“Carson, talk to me! What’s the situation?” It was Sandy’s voice in the headset, fraught with distress. Knowing her, she would be at the mech-sniper command center wondering why his avatar simply walked away while her thirty special forces soldiers remained frozen in position. Should he respond? Or perhaps he could acquire more useful information if she thought he was Carson?

	“All six of you downstairs, now!” Sandy was frantic. “Intercept Paul. He’s about two klicks out, bearing one-eight-five. Move!”

	Paul muted the headset, then walked up to one of the stone-still agents in the back of the cohort. He grabbed the handle on the top of the man’s M16 assault rifle. “I’m going to need to borrow this. Release your hands gently without moving. And don’t try anything, or I’ll push you over.” He lifted the weapon out of the man’s frozen grip and nestled it into his own. The statue of an agent, hands now seeming to hold an invisible weapon, cussed at him.

	More digits rattled through the headset. It was his precise GPS location. All remaining agents would be converging on him. But he knew how many and their approach vector. More importantly, he knew Sandy. She would have assigned her most experienced troops to capture him in the woods, saving the rookies to guard the hostages. He had no doubt he’d be able to out-strategize her remaining team.

	The assassination of Carson had provided an unexpected gem of information. Paul’s ultrafast eyesight had noticed the foliage disruption from the bullets, originating about a hundred meters behind Carson, slightly off to his right—the point that Paul was making a beeline toward at this very moment. Once he was about a hundred meters beyond the box truck that contained the fifty-caliber, he’d be out of the mech-sniper theater, past where the drones would be sensing, and off the screen Sandy was staring at. Then, he’d take a sharp right toward the road, circle around the final six agents, and ambush them from behind.

	Paul struggled to increase his pace, stumbling through the underbrush, vines, and weeds snagging his feet. It was difficult to keep his heading. Shouldn’t he be there by now? There was nothing but more trees, more growth. A rat’s nest of green in every direction.

	Then he spotted it. Well-camouflaged in a cluster of cedar trees. Maneuvering to his left allowed him to approach from behind. Once he was close, he ducked down and used the side view mirror to check the cab. Empty.

	The white box truck stood stately on its four mechanical legs, tires levitating several centimeters above the ground, dual turrets sticking up above the trees. A mech-sniper base unit. So much death bottled up inside.

	Although he had an innate sense of direction in situations like this, Paul double-checked his GPS anyway. About one hundred meters ahead, in the direction of the admin building, was a stately oak tree. He would hurry to that point, then make his turn and execute his plan.

	“You think we should kill the hostages?” Sandy’s voice blasted through the headset. Paul’s heart leapt into his throat. He struggled to maintain his focus. To not think about the unbearable agony of losing his family and friends all at once. He had to talk her down.

	“Sandy. This is Paul. Carson is dead.”

	A beat of silence on the headset. “I figured this might be you.”

	He should have known his snooping wouldn’t last long. Or maybe Jack had told her? He was going to have to outsmart them both to keep his family and friends alive. It was the most crucial mind game he would ever play. “I’ve already beaten your special ops force. All thirty of them. There’s no reason for anyone else to die.”

	“You think you’re so superior, don’t you? I bet you’ve already worked out some clever military strategy to outflank the rest of my guys.”

	“Sandy, I’ve clearly gained the advantage in this situation. Think about your best option.”

	The headset went dead for a minute. 

	“Sandy, are you still there?”

	“I’m setting explosives in the admin building. In fifteen minutes, your entire family will die. Let’s see how well your flanking maneuver works when the clock is ticking.”

	Paul grimaced. He had underestimated her, a fatal mistake. He threw the rifle strap over his shoulder and dug out his phone to note the time. Could she be lying? Paul recalled a huge storage room on the first floor of the admin building filled with munitions. C-4 or some other explosive would be commonly kept in such a place. And Sandy was definitely trained in how to use it.

	Two klicks equated to two kilometers. He’d never be able to move fast enough through the dense woods. The only choice would be to make his way to the trail, then run directly to the admin building. Which is precisely where the remaining agents would be waiting for him. Sandy was clever.

	He needed another option. A move that she wouldn’t expect. Paul glanced around, trying to brainstorm an alternative. Some way to get to the admin building faster. Then, an epiphany.

	One hand clicked mute on the headset, the other dialed Neil on his smartphone. “Hey, if I drive one of the mech-sniper box trucks while it’s operational, what will happen?”

	“Once you’re moving, the drones would follow automatically, reestablishing the three-dimensional scene around the truck as you drive.”

	“And the programming?”

	“The computer virus locks out the command center. The AI processor of the mech-sniper has full control. It will continue to shoot any moving human that’s not you.”

	Paul ended the call and shoved the phone into his pocket, then he sprinted back to the mech-sniper base unit. He was there in seconds, clawing at the camo netting, tearing it from the vehicle. Once clear, he yanked at the driver’s side door. It was unlocked and required no key to start—apparently, not the type of vehicle with much of a theft problem. He hurriedly worked the controls to retract the mechanical legs, settling the beast back onto its tires.

	Paul started the engine, threw the truck into gear, and began working a five-point turn to reverse his heading. The mech-sniper tracks would lead him back to the road, at which point he could proceed to the admin building. 

	Reverse. Then forward. Cranking the wheel around. He was almost through the maneuver when the thought struck him. Killing agents without offering them a chance to surrender wouldn’t be right. He unmuted the headset. “Sandy, are you there?”

	“You’ve got twelve minutes. Better get a move on.”

	The truck was moving forward now. Bouncing along the makeshift trail through the woods. “I’ve taken over the mech-snipers. You need to call off your forces. They’ll be wiped out.”

	“Sandy?” It was one of the special forces soldiers. Paul forgot that everyone was on the same frequency.

	“He’s lying,” Sandy insisted through the headset.

	The jostling was so violent that Paul had to slow for a moment and buckle his seat belt to keep control of the vehicle. Ahead, he could see a clearing as well as the road beyond. “I’m not lying. That’s why Carson is dead. That’s why everyone else is standing perfectly still.”

	The headset went silent. Sandy would be checking the control center monitor, trying to ascertain the truth behind his claims. Or maybe she had already fled?

	A final bounce set the truck on the road. Paul cranked the wheel around, steering in the direction of the admin building. Outside the driver’s side window, the woods became alive with a swarm of drones exiting the trees and forming a cloud around his truck. He glanced at his phone. Explosion in T-minus ten minutes.

	“Everyone, hold your positions. Fire on sight.” It was Sandy, but the transmission was fading out as if she was losing the connection.

	The truck barreled down the road, hundreds of drones flying in its wake, like a swarm of murder hornets chasing off an intruder who had disturbed their nest. It only took a few minutes for the compound buildings to come into view.

	“Truck approaching!” one of the agents yelled, probably having forgotten that Paul was still snooping on this frequency. “Other side of the building. Move!”

	Paul slowed down, torn between the urgency to reach his family and his longing to limit fatalities of additional NEA agents. The cloud of drones overtook him, engulfing the vehicle.

	“Place your weapons on the ground and stand motionless,” he instructed into the headset. “Otherwise, the mech-sniper will shoot you.”

	Suddenly the truck’s transmission made an odd whirring noise, like it was downshifting unnecessarily. Paul depressed the brakes, staring at the dashboard to see what was happening. It took him a moment before he identified the sound. It wasn’t the transmission. The sniper turret was repositioning. “No! You’re too close! Stay perfectly—”

	A triple report of the fifty-caliber rang out above his head.

	In his ear, someone said, “Man down, man down!”

	“Don’t move! Stand totally still!” Paul shouted into the headset. But it was too late. The drones had repositioned. Acquired the new targets. The mech-sniper base unit was systematically eliminating them.

	Burst after burst rang out. Shouts and cursing through the headset. Paul scanned the cab, looking for an off switch, an override, anything to stop the carnage until he could talk to them. There was none. Artificial intelligence was running the show now, AI infected with a computer virus. There was no reasoning with it.

	The shooting ended mere seconds later. Paul called into his mic, but there was no response. He’d never seen a mech-sniper miss, and its range was almost a kilometer. The remaining agents were probably all dead.

	In a flash, another realization hit him like a punch to the face. His blood turned cold in his veins. What had he done?

	His plan was fatally flawed. The mech-snipers were originally programmed to shoot Paul if he fled, while avoiding hitting anyone else. The virus reversed that, meaning they would avoid Paul but shoot anyone else that moved. That would include his family and friends, the moment they stepped outside.

	It was a catch-22. If they ran to escape the bomb, they would be shot. Stay in the admin building to avoid the mech-sniper, they would be blown up. Paul could try to drive the mech-sniper out of range, but then he’d never get to them in time. The transportation he was using to save them was the mechanism that would kill them.

	There had to be another way. But how? Remain in the building, death. Go outside, death.

	Wait a second. The Lost Valley sheriff had been kind enough to loan out their armored personnel carrier. Time to make use of it. Paul tapped on his phone, again dialing Neil on speakerphone. He glanced at the clock while it rang. Seven minutes left.

	“Paul?”

	“Neil, listen close. There’s a bomb in the admin building that’s about to explode. But we can’t take anyone outside because the mech-sniper will target them. So I need you to drive through the front doors right into the lobby. I’ll run upstairs and grab everyone, and we’ll load up inside the building.”

	“Leia’s driving. I’ll tell her. We’re approaching the front gate now. Should be there in three minutes.”

	“I’m almost to the admin building. Whatever you do, don’t—”

	“Uh-oh. Gotta run. Got a locked gate we need to bust through.”

	Paul whipped the truck around a corner, leaning hard to the left. The mech-sniper had an unusually high center of gravity and seemed like it was going to topple. Once the vehicle settled, Paul depressed the accelerator and raced down the street. The admin building was in the center of the compound, atop a small hill, overseeing the rest of the facilities.

	Paul glanced at his phone. Five minutes. This was going to be tight. Admin building straight ahead.

	The brakes screeched to a stop. He hopped out of the cab, leaving the door open and the engine running. There were more stairs than he remembered, along with a series of stainless steel handrails. The armored vehicle better be able to squeeze in between.

	After bursting through the front door, he scanned the lobby for access to the upper floor. Off to his right. Paul sprinted over and yanked open the door. And plowed right into Brad.

	“Paul!” Brad yelled, staggering backward from the impact. He grinned. “Perfect timing.”

	Paul was shocked. “How did you escape?”

	“I found a paper clip and … I’ll explain later. We need to get out of here!”

	Paul blocked the door. “Not yet.” He pulled out his phone. Four minutes. Where was Leia?

	Suddenly, Ruth was hugging him. “I knew you’d save us.”

	“We’re not out of the woods yet. Listen, if any of you step outside, the mech-sniper will shoot you. Leia is going to drive right into the building, then we can load up. Stay in the stairwell until they arrive.”

	Paul extracted himself from the hug and stepped back into the lobby. He was about to call when he saw the personnel carrier barreling toward the admin building. It reached the front stairs and bounced high, an angry grizzly bear rearing up on its hind legs, engine growling. Then it returned to all fours, landing violently between the railings. Like fingernails scratching a chalkboard, the vehicle scraped along the stainless steel.

	But too much momentum was lost when the vehicle hit the stairs, and it ground to a halt. Leia backed up and rammed the railings again, smashing another section. Then, she repeated the action.

	Panic overtook Paul like a tidal wave. He glanced at his phone. Three minutes. Wait, now only two. He looked up. The personnel carrier was jammed between several sections of railing, trying to pull itself free. They weren’t going to make it.

	Paul’s mind surged frantically. Back to the conundrum. The catch-22 that he thought he’d beaten. How could he get everyone out of the building without them being shot? He needed a second solution. And he had about ninety seconds to come up with one.

	He handed his phone to Brad. “Call Neil. Tell them to turn around and wait at the bottom of the steps with the back open. Then count to ten and have everyone run and load up into the vehicle. Fast!”

	Brad accepted the phone. “What are you gonna—”

	But Paul was already dashing through the lobby. Blasting through the front door. Down the steps three at a time. His powerful legs sprinting, pushed to the limit.

	He approached the armored personnel carrier just as Leia was backing up and turning around. In the sky above, swarms of mech-sniper drones were repositioning themselves throughout the area. Buzzing above his head. Attaching themselves to trees and buildings. Tracking every human in sight.

	Ahead was the mech-sniper base unit, engine still running, door still open. Paul leapt directly onto the hood of the truck, then bounded up to stand on top of the cab. Gasping for breath. He froze, face-to-face with the fifty-caliber sniper. Its barrel pointed menacingly at his chest.

	He calculated the trajectory, then looked over his shoulder at the admin building. He shifted left just as Brad exited the front door. The barrel jerked suddenly, trying to acquire its target. Paul kept his body directly in the way.

	Another glance behind him. Everyone was streaming out of the building now, running for the armored vehicle. The back hatch was opening slowly, almost to the ground.

	In front of him, the mech-sniper fifty-caliber twitched nervously, trying to get a line of sight on any of the prospective targets without hitting Paul. He mirrored its movements. Above his head, drones buzzed angrily, as if admonishing him to get out of the way of their base unit. But he continued stubbornly, blocking any possible shot.

	Paul reached for his phone. Not there. He forgot he’d given it to Brad. Maybe sixty seconds left?

	A final look over his shoulder. Tyler was climbing into the back. The last person. Then he was out of sight inside the vehicle.

	Paul spun and jumped down to the hood, denting the metal. Then a giant leap onto the pavement. He hit the ground running. Flew toward the personnel carrier. He was a wide receiver again, sprinting toward the end zone. Determined to outrun the safety. Bracing against a tackle from a tremendous explosion.

	He threw his body into the back like he was diving for the pylon. “Go! Go! Go!” he yelled from the floor of the vehicle. Leia revved the engine, and the vehicle surged forward. Behind him, the hatch was already closing.

	Paul rolled over on the floor as the hatch sealed. Gasping for breath and staring at the admin building through the back windows. Then it was gone. Replaced by a spectacular fireball, like hell itself had decided to enter the world to pursue their small ragtag crew as they fled in a personnel carrier. 

	A split second later, the shock wave hit. Deafening. Immobilizing. With enough force to injure them all had they not been in an armored vehicle.

	Paul looked up and down the seats. Everyone was safe. No casualties, no injuries. They had made it. “Anyone have a one-oh pill? I could really use one about now.”

	 


CHAPTER 36

	 

	Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. Although she had lodged there less than a dozen times, Leia couldn’t think of another place on the planet that felt more like home. And she was almost there.

	The journey from Amarillo to Lost Valley presented a unique challenge. Spotting an armored personnel carrier on the highway would be like watching a shrewdness of apes and trying to pick out which one was Tarzan, so Leia stuck to dirt roads and hunting trails the rest of the day. Once dusk settled on the area, she returned to pavement, but only the sparsely populated, two-lane variety. To eliminate the need for fuel stops, Neil had filled the storage compartments with twenty-liter canisters of gas. Food and beverage consumption was limited to the items packed on board, and bathroom breaks were done in the woods by the side of the road. By the time they arrived ten hours later, everyone was exhausted and hungry and gross. But thankful to be alive.

	Although the morning was overcast, the sun managed to sneak a few rays of light through gaps in the clouds. The town had deteriorated further since they had left, with all the windows smashed on the pharmacy and Millie’s Diner reduced to a charred shell. Only the ice cream shop was open for business, although it sported a new exterior decor of vulgar graffiti from a prolific author.

	The stone bridge, however, was unaltered, and the water in the creek below sparkled clean and flowed steadily. At last, they reached their destination, an oasis of peace and protection in the midst of decay and destruction. It was recently upgraded with a new picket fence along with freshly planted flowers lining the cobblestone walk—the Lost Valley Inn.

	Abe met them at the door, this time with a bear hug around the midsection instead of a shotgun in the face. He shouted for Sarah, who immediately ushered them into the dining area and began whipping up a batch of scrambled eggs before they could finish the introductions.

	“If you would have let us know when you were coming, we could have had breakfast waiting for you,” Sarah said apologetically.

	“We couldn’t risk it,” Paul replied. “As soon as we left the compound, we destroyed everyone’s phones so we couldn’t be tracked here. We definitely didn’t want anyone to trace a call to this place.”

	Abe threw some bacon into a skillet, then whisked a mess of ingredients into pancake batter while the griddle preheated. “I suppose you’ve got quite a story for us.”

	Did they ever. Starting with the concurrent missions—the secret rendezvous with the CDC to demonstrate the efficacy of 10910 as a snake virus cure and the undercover operation by Brad and Claire in the Guymon police station. Success seemed to be ushering them home until Claire saw through Sandy and exposed her as a double agent, at which point she called in her NEA cronies.

	“I gotta tell ya,” Brad said as he eyed the bubbling flapjacks. “Sandy seems like she’s still walking a tightrope between good and evil. I almost thought she was gonna come through for us back at the compound.”

	Leia felt a chill. “The siren song of Jack Hostman is almost irresistible. Especially when the lobe of your brain responsible for logic and reasoning is infected with the snake virus. The last time I visited him at Delphi, he actually convinced me to increase my snake virus infection with the promise that I would receive supernatural knowledge. I couldn’t think clearly enough to realize that even if I magically discovered the cure, I would never want to take that remedy since it would destroy my special ability. In effect, I was condemning myself to being infected forever. Until I committed suicide.”

	Using tongs, Abe transferred the perfectly crispy bacon to a mesh rack to drain. “Speakin’ of that, there’s been a couple of snakey suicides every day since the riot. Seems they can’t go very long without killing something.”

	“Have they tried to attack the inn again?” Neil asked.

	Sarah brought over a giant skillet of eggs, yellow and fluffy. “Sheriff and his deputies have been watching us like a hawk. A lot of folks stop by our restaurant now since Millie’s Diner burned down. They’re all great tippers. Looks like we’re going to be in business indefinitely.”

	“Ain’t that the truth,” Abe said, wrapping an arm around his wife and kissing the top of her head. “Hey, did you ever find out where the snake virus started?”

	“As far as we can guess, it was created by the US government,” Brad responded. “They infected Jack when he was on assignment in China to make everyone think it originated there.”

	“But no one else with the snake virus has Jack’s ability. Why is that?” Sarah asked.

	Headshakes all around. Not a soul knew the answer to that question.

	“But Claitideon must have figured out that Jack Hostman was unique,” Paul added. “Why else would she choose him as Patient Zero? Although, if she did know that Jack would develop a prophetic ability from being infected, then why did she let him rot in a mental institute for so long before finally making him a presidential advisor?”

	That didn’t make sense to anyone else either.

	The mouthwatering aroma of bacon filled the room, enticing the group to dig into breakfast. To average up the healthiness of the meal, Sarah brought out several bowls of fresh fruit from the refrigerator. “The real question is, how did you beat Jack Hostman? That guy gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

	“Leia and Neil figured him out,” Paul said. “They cracked the Jack code.”

	Leia turned to look at Neil, who was seated right beside her. He was already staring back. His eyes were so captivating, so comforting. “You tell.”

	“Leia and I completed a deep-dive analysis of Jack’s supernatural foreknowledge,” Neil said, slowly pulling himself out of her gaze. “Both from a psychological as well as a metaphysical perspective. We realized that Jack’s ability is limited to first-order causality, and, more importantly, his vision is myopically bounded by counterforces related to gifts bestowed by DP.”

	Abe frowned. “Son, what in tarnation are you talkin’ about?”

	Leave it to Neil to ramble off a supernerdy explanation. Leia clarified, “We reviewed all the different manifestations of Jack’s ability. He knew the details about my date with Ed—and used them to convince Ed to try to murder me—but he didn’t know that Brad would intervene.”

	“He foresaw that we were all going to dinner at that steak house,” Neil added, “but didn’t realize that Paul could incapacitate his thugs.”

	“He knew about the gun on the table when he convinced me to shoot Claire, but he didn’t know Brad had loaded it with blanks,” Leia continued. “If you picture the future as a series of events, with each event interacting with the next in a cause-and-effect relationship, then Jack can only see the initial events in the series. More importantly, Jack’s vision can’t see past an effect related to one of our gifts. Claire sending Brad to thwart Ed. Paul’s kung-fu-movie-level fighting ability. Brad’s detective skills in coming up with a plan to bait me by loading the gun with blanks.”

	“Oh, I thought of another one,” Paul interjected. “Jack knew the NEA raid on our house would fail, but he admitted he didn’t know how we would escape.”

	“The reason we got out of Paul’s house alive,” Brad said, “was because of Claire’s dreams.”

	Leia added, “DP clued us in to the fact that Jack’s knowledge was limited by everyone’s special ability, when he sent Paul that text telling us to use our gifts. So that’s exactly what we did. Once Paul identified the compound as the location of the hostages, the obvious first step was to send him on a covert mission to save everyone. That was a first-level event, so Jack would see it coming and be prepared to counter.”

	Paul waved his fork in front of him. “Sandy was the person who first purchased the mech-snipers for the NEA. It was easy to guess that she and Jack would employ those to beat my ability. We figured that would be a perfect way to turn the tables.”

	Neil let out a sigh. “That computer virus was the most nerve-racking code I’ve ever written. It had to work perfectly the first time, and there was no way to test it on the real hardware.”

	“Neil’s computer prowess was the special ability that blocked Jack’s vision. He never saw it coming.”

	“What a story. Y’all could sell that to Hollywood,” Sarah said. “Anyone need anything else to eat?”

	Her insides filled with nourishment and her finally in a peaceful state, Leia was suddenly hit by how truly exhausted she was. She asked to take a nap upstairs, to which Sarah instructed her to select any room she liked. The offer was extended to everyone else, all of whom immediately accepted. It had been a long week.

	The moment her head hit the pillow, Leia found herself on the path to dreamland. With her body perfectly cradled by the high-tech, temperature-controlled mattress, she slept right through lunch. It was almost six o’clock by the time she rolled out of bed and descended the stairs to see what the others were doing.

	Ruth was seated on the couch with her daughter resting on her lap. “She was having nightmares, so we came down here to keep from waking anyone.” Leia quietly joined them, settling down in the armchair adjacent to Ruth.

	A few minutes later, Brad entered from the kitchen holding a bouquet of freshly picked flowers. He stopped short when he saw them. “Uh, do y’all know if Claire is awake?”

	“I haven’t seen her,” Leia replied.

	“Seen who?” It was Claire, her face still showing vestiges of sleep, making her way down the staircase.

	Brad paused, a surprised look on his face, then he hurried over to meet her, holding out the bouquet. “Hey, Claire. So, uh, Abe and Sarah set up a special table out in the garden for us. I mean, uh, would you like to have dinner with me?”

	“Are you asking me out? On an official date?”

	Brad nodded. “What do you say?”

	“What do I say?” Claire accepted the flowers and inhaled their fragrance. “I say …”

	Brad’s eyes widened.

	“I say … what in heaven’s name took you so long? I’ve been waiting for years—literally—for you to ask me out!”

	Brad was flustered. “Well, I, uh … Is that a yes?” 

	“Do you know how many hints I’ve dropped along the way? Flirting and cooking you dinner and—”

	Brad cut her off by placing his hands on the sides of her face, pulling her in, and firmly kissing her lips. 

	Bouquet in hand, Claire wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. “So after all this time, I finally get flowers and a kiss.”

	Brad nodded. “Yep. All that crap.”

	It turned out that Brad wasn’t the only person with romantic intentions for dinner. After Abe escorted Brad and Claire to their table, he returned for Leia. “Follow me, please.”

	Past the patio and expansive green lawn, a series of stepping stones meandered into the garden, winding around geometrically sculpted American holly shrubs. Once out of sight of the inn, the path curved past blossoming rose bushes to a table in a small clearing. The surrounding red maples danced with hundreds of fireflies, enhancing the illumination from the candles on the table.

	“When should I expect the rest of my party to arrive?” Leia asked, nodding toward the second plate and silverware.

	“Neil said he’d be a bit late. Somethin’ about pickin’ up a present.” Abe noticed her admiring the glowing insect swarm overhead. “By the way, those ain’t real fireflies. Some type of LED thing that Sarah set up.”

	Settling into her surprisingly comfortable chair, Leia absorbed the relaxation of the garden. The scent of roses swirling into the vanilla from the candles. The pulses of glow from the fireflies, lazy and distinct, flashing yellow lights from a distant future. The gentle rippling of the creek, steady and purposeful, as if it couldn’t rest until it had diligently cleansed the bloodstains from every snake virus murder in Lost Valley.

	Ten minutes later, Neil appeared along the stepping stones, bringing the greatest gift she could possibly have imagined.

	“Chewie!” she exclaimed, rushing to meet her beloved bagel hound. Chewie barked out a greeting, his tail wagging excitedly as he licked her face. “Where in the world have you been?”

	That classic goofy Neil grin spread from one cheek to the other. “I checked the latest updates in the NEA computer. They lost track of us after we left the compound, but they correctly assumed we wouldn’t try to return to Mo’s cabin. So I asked one of the Lost Valley deputies to drive me up there after breakfast. We found Chewie hiding in the closet. He was hungry and thirsty, and I think a bit lonely, but otherwise okay.”

	She scratched behind his ears, which made Chewie pant contentedly. “I missed you so much.”

	“Speaking of which, I’m feeling hungry, thirsty, and a bit lonely myself.”

	Leia straightened up and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. As his embrace tightened around her body, she melted in his arms. “You are amazing.”

	After a minute, Neil pulled back. “Okay, now I’m just hungry and thirsty.” He directed his voice toward the inn. “What in tarnation does it take to get some food around here?”

	As if on cue, Abe appeared with a bottle of wine and a plate of appetizers. “Well, look who finally learned to talk properly.”

	With soft music flowing from the outdoor speakers and a cloudless sky filled with a thousand twinkling stars, the world gradually dissolved away from the edges inward until all that remained was the Lost Valley Inn and the fireflies and the vanilla candles. And Neil’s eyes. It was the most romantic evening of her life. 

	After dinner, they joined the others in the lobby, gathered around the television. The two task force members missing were Rachel, whom Tyler reluctantly agreed not to contact for her protection, and Mo. The broadcast covered the latest updates on the snake virus pandemic. Cases were skyrocketing nationwide, and the disease had now spread to several other countries. Police forces across the country were piling up backlogs of homicide investigations, along with a spike in the number of abductions and missing person cases. It was becoming difficult to keep up.

	Worse yet, there was now a black market for snake-virus-tainted blood. People who broke the law were intentionally infecting themselves in order to take advantage of the presidential pardon for their crimes. Claitideon couldn’t be reached for comment.

	“Do y’all remember last year when the entire nation freaked out about the Hobblers abducting like ten women?” Brad asked.

	Neil snorted. “Now there’s that many abductions every day.”

	“Speaking of which, Leia, did we figure out how the Hobblers are connected to the snake virus? Why he would have a tattoo of the animal with the same DNA as the virus? Or how we could still be finding his DNA on victims?”

	That continued to be a mystery for Leia. She couldn’t even formulate a feasible theory.

	The telecast cut over to Atlanta, to the headquarters for the CDC. The director stood behind a podium set up near the entrance. Her posture was stiff, like a soldier standing at attention, ready to make the ultimate sacrifice in defense of their country. Her face was weary, almost as if she had been weeping. Except that her eyes were clear, focused, resolute. Confident.

	“When I became director of the CDC, I took an oath to protect the health and well-being of the citizens of the United States. Today, I intend to uphold that oath, regardless of the costs.

	“As you are aware, our great nation is undergoing a deadly pandemic, the likes of which have never been witnessed since the dawn of mankind. Sure, the human race has endured many diseases, lost countless lives to lethal infections, but for the first time in history, we are experiencing an infection that alters the human mind. A sickness that transforms good and decent people into sadistic murderers. That induces a desire not only to destroy life but to infect others so they will kill as well. Most shocking of all, a certain number of people are actually paying money to intentionally infect themselves in an effort to avoid accountability for their own evil deeds.

	“This insanity must stop if our country—indeed if the whole world—is to survive. We must curb the spread of the snake virus. Every citizen must consider it their patriotic duty to prevent contagion. Purchasing tainted blood for the purposes of self-infection is effectively condemning yourself to the death penalty. Our research shows that those infected with the snake virus have a forty percent chance of committing suicide within a few months of the onset of symptoms.

	“We are not without hope, however. What I am about to say has not been vetted by any government agencies or officials. It may be misconstrued or contradicted in the future. Therefore, I am relying on every American who is watching this live broadcast to remember my words and spread this truth across the country.

	“There is a cure for the snake virus. The group that discovered this has requested to remain anonymous for reasons of humility. But their methods are thorough, their research impeccable, and their evidence irrefutable. And the staff of the CDC witnessed the efficacy of this cure firsthand, using our own testing.

	“The narcotic 10910 will cure the snake virus. It only takes one dosage, although that pill must be taken with water, not another beverage. I am fully aware that this drug is currently illegal, and I am completely knowledgeable of the penalties of using or distributing this substance. I would not be telling you this if there was another way. But there is not. All of our research culminates in a singular conclusion—10910 cures the snake virus, and it is highly improbable that anything else will. Therefore, as director of the CDC, I have no alternative but to recommend that every infected person ingest a one-oh pill. And for those at risk of infection, 10910 will act as a completely effective vaccine against becoming sick.”

	Suddenly, the director’s gaze shifted off camera, if only for a moment. “Looks like my time with you is limited. I already see government personnel running toward the building. My guess is that this broadcast will end abruptly, and I will probably never be seen again. Remember, there is salvation in nothing else—no other drug under heaven known to mankind can cure you. And consider why I would tell everyone this, most likely at the expense of my own life, if it was not true. Please—”

	Her prediction was fulfilled. The screen went blank for several seconds, then switched back to the news anchor, who stared dumbfounded at the camera. When he found his voice, he blathered on about how no one expected such an announcement in the director’s four minute and twelve second speech. He tried to interview some prearranged experts to get their feedback, but all refused to comment.

	“What an amazing amount of faith the CDC director has in the truth,” Paul said once it was evident the newscast had nothing else useful to offer. “She is clearly another key piece of DP’s plan.”

	Leia thought about Paul’s comment for a moment. “So, the Dark Prophet knew that the pandemic was going to happen? And planned for us to find the cure and for the CDC director to announce it?”

	Paul nodded. “Think about Claire’s ability and consider that it comes from DP himself. Imagine his own power to know the future and plan accordingly.”

	“Why doesn’t DP take all that power and come rule the world?”

	The corners of Paul’s mouth turned upward, and his eyes sparkled. “All in due time.”

	Leia scanned the room, looking at the people whom she had barely known for two months yet who had become like family to her. All of them with the common bond of taking that miracle drug, 10910. “What happens now?”

	The group fell silent. Until Brad turned to his right, to the woman snuggled safely under his arm. “Would you care to answer that for us?”

	Claire’s gaze drifted from the television, across the room, to the front of the inn. She peered through the picture window to the location where the riot had occurred only a few days ago. The surety in her voice was palpable. As was the fear. “The snake virus is going to spread across the world, followed by persecution against those addicted to 10910.”

	Leia waited for more, but there was only silence. “That sounds painful. But eventually it has to end, doesn’t it? How long can the government come after us?”

	“For a long time. Evil will labor tirelessly to wipe out 10910 from the earth. Right down to the last pill.”

	 


 

	Note to the Reader

	Thank you for choosing to read The Snake Virus. Hopefully, you not only enjoyed the novel but also acquired some food for thought from the allegorical references. I know your time is precious, but it would be greatly appreciated if you could take just a minute to leave a review, even just a short sentence. If you’re not the review type, then how about just a star rating? I would be thrilled to hear what you thought of the book, and your review/rating would be a blessing to other readers searching for the right material to feed their minds. As thanks, I pledge to write more novels for your future entertainment.

	 

	Leave a Review/Rating on Amazon

	 

	Leave a Review/Rating on Goodreads

	 

	If you’re interested in a regular infusion of spiritual insights and updates on future releases—as well as heavy doses of random free stuff—sign up for my newsletter: https://www.nicksamra.com/contact. Your first gift will be a list of the scriptural easter eggs hidden throughout the 10910 Series.
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