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Dedicated to the three girls, I fell in love with at first sight—Johnny, Auburn, and Aspen!


In this life we are born alone, and we spend our lives fighting that macabre truth that in the end, the situation will be the same…

Manuel Carreon


Of Blood and Bones

Rotting flesh rancid and decaying

Resting in vats obscurely displaying

Of trophies won, in the darkest of alleys

Plagued by mystery, and death gone madly

So, cower in fear, wildly hidden

Praying to gods, for grace to be

given

Deaf ears prayers fall, despite repetitive screeching

In a world gone blind—with an end unceasing.

John Day


KILLING
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“I’m so sorry! My daughter left her dolly in the car,” John Varnum said as he leaned to the passenger side of the sedan, speaking with a girl from the street. He picked up the naked, stained doll, and moved it to the back seat. “It’s her favorite doll—Dolly, she calls it.”

“It’s ok baby,” the girl said as she got into his cherry red Buick convertible. “I have two girls myself, so I know what it’s like. They’re both with the state, but I’ve been off the pipe for months, so I’ll get ‘em back.”

“I’m sure you will, trick,” Varnum said with a wink and a head nod.

He was all smiles as he checked his mirror and pulled back onto the main road.

Varnum had a unique taste in women. His wife was sexual and did just about anything he asked for, but she just couldn’t satisfy the primal urge bellowing within his soul.

His taste was particular and absolute. Varnum had standards.
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“Damn that bitch took another one from me,” Chrystal said. “I’ve never seen that guy before.”

“Damn fine…tall, skinny and bald... You know I love bald men…” a new girl said, biting her lower lip.

“That car was shit hot; a fucking red convertible,” said another nosey hooker.

Chrystal stood on her street corner with two other girls. She had hustled her ass in Mecklenburg from the age of fifteen, a product of the system. Her mom had been a prostitute, and so was she. Like mother, like daughter.

Chrystal was pissed off another client got away.

She needed her cash, but more so, she needed what that next twenty-dollar bill would buy. Her body was shaking, her blood sugar starting to drop.

Chrystal had to get her fix, or she’d get sick again.

“Hey baby, can I get a ride?” Chrystal said with a smile as a white older model F150 stopped and picked her up.

“Jump on in,” the man said.

Chrystal looked at his hand and noticed a wedding ring. Internally, she laughed, knowing she was HIV positive. She didn’t care. Her conscience had died years ago… Anything for her fix. Anything to “ride that train.” Anything to “chase the dragon” just one more time.

The man drove and Chrystal unzipped his fly.

But the man could barely get his penis out before it was in her mouth. She worked it hard and quick, and the driver pushed a twenty deep into her cleavage. He climaxed—and she kept on going anyway. A minute later, Chrystal wiped her mouth and the F150 pulled over, letting her out, back at her street corner.

Chrystal was all smiles. Dark brown teeth and all. She had her money and was about to get her dope. This was what life was all about; if she had her dope, all was well with the world.
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“I love your peach polo. You’re cute, baby… I’m Brandy. What do you want?” asked the girl. She was rather attractive to be working the streets—blonde hair, naturally pretty—and aggressive. She didn’t look aged or worn out like the others.

When Varnum stared at her, he saw everything she had to offer—and most of it was there on display. He couldn’t resist his primal urges, and when he spoke with her, they only became stronger as hard as that was to believe. This was a red flag for him.

But he had to be certain that this whore wasn’t really an undercover cop.

If she wasn’t, then she was worth the trouble, and if she was…

Well, if she happened to be, then maybe she’d still be worth the risk.

Varnum had been with many hookers and was selective of who he approached, whether men or women… But mostly women. “I thought you may just need a ride, and I like company,” Varnum said with a smile. His face was flush with hormones, while ice flowed in his veins.

This girl sure was checking off a lot of boxes in his mind. He wanted her. So much so, his erection was showing through his jeans.

“Baby, relax, I’m no cop. Give me your hand,” Brandy said.

Varnum drove with his left hand and placed his right high on her leg, just below her pleated skirt. “Mmm, I love smooth legs,” he said.

“Then you’ll love how wet I am,” Brandy said as she slid his fingers under her skirt and into her panty-less vagina.

“That’s what I like, sugar,” Varnum said as her muscles squeezed his fingers tight. He knew no cop would have gone this far to make a case.

Varnum knew the end game, but his fetish for foreplay before a hooker’s last breath was almost as magical. But not as special as watching the soul leave a victim’s body.

“I have a place just down Route 3, near the airport, how ‘bout we go there?” Varnum asked.

“Nah, I have a spot around the corner. It’s off the road. I’ll blow you for twenty.”

Varnum pulled out a crisp hundred-dollar bill, creased it lengthwise, and placed it on Brandy’s leg like a tent.

She looked at the cash, and then the wind blew it behind her and out of the convertible.

“Maybe you should have put the top up?” Brandy asked as she laughed with a snort.

No matter. He had more cash where that had come from.

There would always be more cash for a quality hooker. And Brandy was one, for sure.

Besides, it’d still be her loss in the end.

Whatever he gave her, he could get back tenfold in value, so to speak. For one thing, he would get it back from her—when she was gone. When only her flesh remained.

For another, she would pay for it with amusement—and pain.

Delicious pain.

Outwardly, Varnum was calm, but inwardly as he watched his money fly out of the car, he seethed that she found it amusing.

We’ll see who’s laughing soon, he thought.

So, he pulled his wallet out, took out another crisp hundred-dollar bill, folded it lengthwise, and held it in his right hand. Varnum turned his attention to Brandy as he drove.

“I really hope you can hold onto this one,” he teased.

Brandy reached for it, but Varnum pulled the bill back, and said, “How much to go back to my place?”

Brandy froze.

No response.

Varnum took out three more bills and repeated the process.

“This is my last offer. Four hundred for an hour. We’ll have a drink and some fun, then I’ll take you home. What do you say?”

Brandy took the money. She slid the fresh bills between her fingers, back and forth, thinking about her answer as Varnum drove.

Varnum was always aware of his surroundings and the night was young.

He began to think, if Brandy refuses, I still have time to look for another girl. But I’ve already been seen around there. So, I’d have to go to another spot. But I want this whore so bad.

She’s what my body craves.

She’s perfect for what I want—but that other nasty hooker saw Brandy get into my car.

“Look, turn right just up ahead and let’s go to my spot… or just pull over and let me out now,” Brandy said as she clinched the cash in her fist.

This john was getting too cocky, too insistent on going to his own place. It was clear she knew something was up. A decision was made, then and there.

Only she didn’t get the chance to do a thing about it.

“No—” Varnum replied, placing a pistol to Brandy’s temple.

A short finger squeeze pushed a nine-millimeter round through her head as he watched for her soul to exit her body—the best bit, the part he waited for.

Brandy slumped over and—without missing a beat—Varnum pushed her body into the passenger floorboard. His violence was quick and without witness. But he’d had no other choice… she had made him do it. Stupid bitch had it coming.
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“Hurry up, I’m getting sick—” Chrystal said as her stomach purged bile on the dirty hardwood floor.

“Damn it, just relax… I’m cooking it—almost done,” the man said. “Every fucking time we shoot dope, your body goes nuts.”

“Just give it to me,” Chrystal cried.

The man filled the syringe with a brown hot liquid. He had used an antique silver spoon to cook the dope over-top of a Halloween candle. He took off his belt and wrapped it around Chrystal’s arm. “What do I get?” the man asked her with a perverted grin.

“Fucking anything, just give it to me already. You know I can’t shoot myself up, I hate needles,” Chrystal said.

“I know, say hello to the demons for me,” Chris said as he slid that sixteen-gauge needle into the hooker’s aged vein.

The train ride began as the hot brown mental nightmare entered her blood.

Chrystal sat up from the stained mattress which lay on that nasty floor of an abandoned house. Her eyes rolled back in her head. Chrystal’s breathing slowed and her mind drifted off into hell as Chris took her clothes off and slid himself inside of her.
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I wanted to do so many things to you, thought Varnum. If only you had known…

He recapped on them all as he pushed Brandy’s body into the tank.

“I so wanted you,” Varnum whispered as he marveled at the ten-thousand-gallon industrial polyethylene tank he had put her inside. He rubbed the coarse exterior of the receptacle, staring at her body as the sulfuric acid slowly went to work. “This is not the game I like… you ruined it. Why couldn’t you just have done what I wanted you to do? Why couldn’t you have fucking listened?” he asked painfully. “Fucking stupid whore. I thought you were more clever than that.”

He stared at the tank. Now, she was gone. Or at least, soon she’d be gone after the acid really got to work on her.

Shortly, it’d be eating her from the outside in, only the fatty scum would float to the surface giving away that anyone had ever been there.

“ALL OF YOU WERE SPECIAL TO ME!” Varnum yelled as he shifted his eyes to the rows of tanks. They were all the same, uniform, twelve feet wide by thirteen feet tall.

Most people used this kind of tank to vertically store water, but not Varnum.

After trial and error, he had learned that polyethylene was the only plastic which his acid of choice—sulfuric—couldn’t eat through. But best of all, each tank could hold multiple bodies, side by side, like pickled cucumbers in a jar. Sometimes, all the heads faced upward. Sometimes, he’d do one up, then one down, top to toe. Either way, they’d have disappeared soon, undoing all his handiwork. That acid was good stuff.

Only the very best for Varnum—nothing else would ever do.

He would always have the best whores. And when the whores were dead, only the best acid was ever bought for them.

Varnum walked out to the red Buick, inhaling deeply on a Marlboro Red.

He drove off.
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Chrystal had been working the streets for the last fifteen years and had been addicted to heroin for most of them. She was a “gram at a time” kind of girl. If she didn’t get at least a gram of heroin with each fix, she couldn’t level herself out.

But on this day, it didn’t matter. Her time was up.

“Chrystal… You ok?” Chris asked. He was done with his own addiction and noted her chest was no longer moving.

No reply.

“Girl, wake up… Stop fooling around or I’ll beat that ass,” he said.

Chrystal lay on that filthy mattress in that dilapidated, abandoned house, and her mind was trickling down the sewer drain. A single tear rolled down her lifeless, pale cheek. The life faded from Chrystal’s eyes. Now, she walked holding onto her late father’s hand—she hadn’t seen him since he fell to his death when she was seven years old.

She smiled as her mind walked into the light.

Chris realized Chrystal had overdosed.

He ran out of the house, but it wasn’t so he could go get help. No, it was so he looked as if he had nothing to do with it. He was leaving her there to die on that dirty mattress.
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The sky was full of dark clouds and the wind was beginning to pick up. Varnum puffed on his cigarette, staring into the black void of the storm. He was driving that red Buick down Route 3 now, toward the National Forest. But he still kept thinking about Brandy, and why she couldn’t have just played along for a change?

He was the victor in the end, kind of, but it was an empty win.

I still didn’t get my fix. Didn’t get what I wanted. That bitch didn’t listen. Fucking hookers are trouble, and they never, ever, listen.

Blue lights flickered behind him. I hope that cop is just going to a call, Varnum thought. He pulled the Buick to the right and slowed, hoping the blue lights would go around him.

They didn’t. The officer slowed and pulled to the right, matching Varnum’s action.

“Fuck me,” Varnum said as he came to a stop on a secluded part of Route 3. He was on a stretch of the road that was lined on both sides with thick mosey oaks and tall pine trees.

The officer shined his spotlight directly into Varnum’s driver-side mirror.

“Shit that’s bright,” Varnum said as he held his left hand up to shield his eyes. He rolled the driver’s window down, staring out, waiting for the officer.
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An audible tone rang out over the inflight speakers, “Welcome to Mecklenburg, Colorado, folks. This is your captain. Flight sixty-two twenty-seven has been a pleasure. We are on our final approach and should be landing momentarily. It’s a cloudy night in Mecklenburg with possible thunderstorms. Currently, the temperature outside is sixty-five degrees and local time is 9:45 P.M. Thanks for flying King Air where we care about you,” the pilot said.

Captain Perry Hamilton was on his final flight. He was scheduled to retire, and his plan was to live his days out in hot and sunny Florida. He would land in Mecklenburg and take a courtesy flight to Palm Springs in the morning.

“Thanks for the ride,” the captain said with a smile.

He picked up a picture of his wife and daughter; it was an older shot, but superstition had him tape it just in front of the throttle controls before every flight, for good luck.

“That’s always been a beautiful picture, Perry,” the co-pilot said. “I’ll miss it, and you my friend. I’ve had the pleasure of flying on and off with you for damn near twenty years, brother,” he said with pride and a little sadness.

“It’s been a great ride, Moe. I’m glad I could have you sitting ‘right seat’ with me on this one,” Perry said as his heart fluttered, and his eyes started to water. Moses Jackson had been his first officer on many flights over the years, and a close friend. “Take us in Moe; you have the controls. Take us all home,” he said with pride and love in his voice.

The King Air A321 had one hundred and seventy-five souls onboard.
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“Driver’s license and registration please. I’m Trooper Crum with Colorado Highway Patrol. Do you know why I stopped you?” the trooper asked Varnum as he shined his flashlight in his face. The trooper was new on the force, with a dangerous kind of youth.

“Was I speeding, sir?” Varnum asked as he handed him the required documents.

“John Varnum? Where you headed to, sir?”

“To my mom’s house. Up near the airport. She’s sick… my dad called me, said it wasn’t looking good,” Varnum said convincingly while his mind began to play out scenarios of dealing with this nosey trooper. He knew the longer he spent with the guy, the more likely the civil servant would notice the blood in the passenger floorboard.

Even though the carpet was burgundy, the trooper would eventually see the pile of ‘mess’ Brandy had left and smell the metallic copper always so distinctive with blood.

Varnum smiled as the trooper looked at his license. But that was when he noticed the piece of brain matter on the dash.
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“It’s going to feel so good to sleep in my own bed tonight,” Martha said. She had been traveling with her new husband for the last two weeks, seeing the world before the baby came.

“I can’t wait. Missed the dogs too,” replied her husband Roy. He was all smiles. Roy had recently sold his electrical business Sparks Electrical, an East Coast giant of a commercial wiring company—for a cool four million. The newlyweds were financially comfortable and set to retire early, with their first child on the way…
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Chris ran from the house, block after block, knowing Chrystal was dead. His heart told him so. He had been her ‘dope husband’ for years and they’d always shot up together.

Fuck me, that must have been a hot load, he thought.

Nothing like this had ever happened to them before.

Her last words were—just give it to me already, he said to himself as he walked the sidewalk just outside of the airport’s perimeter. Jamie was sweating, scared and mentally lost, when the right engine from the Airbus A321 came plummeting from the sky, crushing him into an unrecognizable and unrecoverable meaty mess.
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The plane started to violently shake, dropping altitude, like a rock thrown into a pond.

It was falling from the sky.

“Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is Boston flight sixty-two twenty-seven, declaring an emergency,” Captain Hamilton radioed. “I have the controls, Moe.”

The captain fought to steady the twin engine A321 Airbus as it was descending at an alarming rate. “Perry, the right engine exploded. It’s gone,” Moe said.

“Hit the fire button, see if any of the foam is left to extinguish the flames on the wing,” Perry answered. The two experienced pilots ran through the flight manual procedures in their minds, mentally ticking off everything, one by one. They stayed calm—as calm as it was possible to be under the circumstances of knowing how they hurtled toward the earth.

Moe complied, hitting buttons as alarm bells rang out, loudly splitting their ears inside of the cockpit. Moe went to work, in his mind turning the pages of the flight manual.

He was pushing buttons and reading a check list of emergency procedures as Perry fought to keep the plane from descending into an irrecoverable dive.

“Dump all of the fuel NOW!” Perry yelled. Moe pulled the fuel levers and the indicator lights showed fuel flowing from the plane.

“Mayday, mayday, mayday. Boston flight sixty-two twenty-seven; we have lost our right engine, have rolled back all power, and are flying with one struggling engine. Our right wing has sustained heavy damage. We are declaring an emergency for runway 300, and I don’t think we will make it.

“We have one hundred and seventy-five souls on board—"
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“Holy shit,” Varnum said as he stepped from his car.

His eyes widened as a plane seemingly screamed right in front of his vehicle, not far above the treetops. It was so close; he could smell the jet fuel falling from the sky; like a poisonous rain, it burned his skin as flames whipped in the air from the plane’s right wing.

Trooper Crum stood doing the exact same thing. Both men had lost track of the traffic stop as they watched the impending death drop out of the clouds.

The trooper unconsciously dropped the license and registration to the ground. He started to walk back sideways to his patrol car while gawking at the plane.

Once the overhead carnage was obscured by the oak trees on the far side of the road, Trooper Crum picked up the pace—running to his vehicle now. He kept the blue lights flashing and activated his siren as he pulled off, heading toward the airport.

“Well of all the things,” Varnum said as he lit up a fresh Marlboro Red and got back into his Buick. The gray brain matter was sticking to the dash right there in front of his eyes, and red muck was lining the burgundy floorboard, still evidence of the addiction satisfied.

He drove off, continuing about his business, his mind on the next whore—and whether or not that one might be a bit more compliant.


TOM PORTER
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Glaring red emergency lights flashed and the siren blared as the ambulance pulled away from Darby’s pond with a fifteen-minute drive to the Colorado Trauma Center.

Tom Porter was in bad shape and needed a trauma hospital as soon as possible. He had been shot, beaten, bruised, was near death and hypothermic from blood loss, and—to rub salt in the wounds—he was also missing three fingers.

Tom lay on the yellow mechanical gurney shifting left and right as the ambulance drove.

The heat was on and the thermal blanket wrapped around his broken body was working hard to keep him warm. Multiple intravenous lines were stuck into his arms, pushing vital fluids and blood plasma into Tom’s dirty pale body.

Tom was seeing double and becoming quite ill. He began to vomit, and the smell reminded him of deep-sea fishing with his father as a child. He remembered the people laughing at him as he puked in a bucket for hours on that particular fishing trip. The ocean had been rough that day, tossing the charter boat around like a toy duck in a bathtub full of kids.

“Dad, I’m sorry I puked. I messed up the new shoes you bought me,” Tom stammered as he tried to point at his shoes, but the hand he was using was missing three of his fingers.

“Blood pressure eighty over sixty and falling. His pulse is weak and thready. I’m pushing saline wide open and the plasma is at a steady flow.”

The paramedic’s partner drove the ambulance. The paramedic working on Tom was a beautiful girl. Tom was in no condition to notice. “Mecklenburg Trauma Center, this is ‘bus’ 32. Let me know when you’re ready to copy,” she said.

“Go ahead, I’m ready,” the hospital intake nurse replied.

“We are en route with a thirty-five-year-old male gunshot victim, with severe bleeding and hypothermia. I’m pushing saline and plasma via multiple lines and he’s alert, agonal respiration, sinus sixty-eight, vomiting and starting to hallucinate. He has sustained a partial hand amputation as well. Blood loss has stabilized, and our estimated time of arrival is ten minutes.”

Walter Pauls followed the ambulance, driving like a bat out of hell. His co-worker and friend Tom Porter was in the back and Walter wasn’t about to lose him again.

Walter picked up his cellphone, while swerving around cars that had pulled over for the ambulance to pass. He opened his contacts and dialed his wife.

“Heidi, hey, we found Tom,” Walter said.

“Is he ok? What happened?” Heidi asked.

“It’s a long story, but Tom is hurt bad,” he said as the ambulance blasted its air-horn through an intersection. “We’re headed to Mecklenburg Trauma Center near downtown, off of Hanley Street. Google it.”

“I’ll find it,” Heidi replied.

“Call his wife and I’ll see you there,” Walter said as he ended the call, dropping his cellphone on his lap as he yanked the steering wheel left to avoid a stopped BMW.

He was afraid to lose the ambulance, so he followed it much too close.

His phone fell under his feet near the gas pedal as he maneuvered his Mustang.

Walter was a few feet from the ambulance, driving close to sixty miles per hour on Route 3. They were getting close to the turn at Hanley Street, where the hospital was.

He knew he should leave his phone on the floor until they arrived but had no self-control. Walter leaned into his floorboard, reaching far under his steering column, while he tried to follow the ambulance as it turned on the hospital’s perimeter road.

The ambulance made the turn and switched off its emergency equipment just in time to hear the catastrophic explosion of metal-on-metal colliding during the car crash behind.

Walter had turned in front of a sport utility vehicle, striking it at an acute angle.

The paramedic, Katherine—her friends called her Kat—had a bird’s eye view of the collision through the rear glass in the ambulance’s rear double doors. Her face filled with sorrow and pain as she knew her priority was for her patient Tom, and that would preclude her from helping the people injured as she watched the sports car burst into flames.

“Did you see that?” Kat asked her partner as he drove the ambulance.

As they approached the hospital entrance, Jimmy took one hand off the wheel. He grabbed the radio. “Mecklenburg Trauma—we have arrived, but please send another medic unit to your main entrance at Hanley and Route 3. There’s been an accident with obvious injuries and one car on fire.”

Kat overheard Jimmy’s radio transmission and turned her attention back to Tom. She prepared him for the awaiting doctors at the emergency room doors.

The ambulance stopped and Kat jumped out, grabbing Tom’s gurney for the transfer of care. Jimmy ran to the back and helped Kat as he noticed a distinctive odor of burning rubber and electronics. The night’s wind was pushing the smoke from the car fire over their heads.

“Patient is still vomiting, with a falling blood pleasure—has been hallucinating—and becoming unresponsive. I’ve pushed ketamine, saline and plasma. We were able to stop his blood loss and a tourniquet was applied to his left arm due to his mangled hand. His spo2 is 91% and pulse is weak,” Kat said.

“Got it,” the doctor replied while beginning his assessment.

Tom was rushed off inside by a team of professionals. The transfer of care was complete.

Kat looked around the hospital; they were the only medics in the ER. This was strange as typically, the emergency vehicle parking area was full of ambulances dropping off patients.

“Jimmy,” she said, “I don’t hear any sirens. There’s no other medics here and I still smell the car fire. If we move now, we can help the people at that wreck.”

She prayed no one was seriously injured or already dead.

“Headquarters, bus 32, has transferred patient care and will be taking that personal injury accident right outside the hospital. What’s the ETA on fire?” Jimmy clutched his hand-held radio as he inquired.

“Fire department’s ETA is ten minutes out and the next closest ambulance is about the same,” headquarters said.

Both Kat and Jimmy jumped into their ‘bus’ and took off for the crash site. They could see the black smoke circling skyward with the wind as they got closer to the cars. Jimmy was driving—he was a control freak and never let anyone else drive—so Kat unbuckled and crawled into the back as he pulled up to the scene.

Kat grabbed a silver fire extinguisher, a tall one that stood as high as Kat’s lower leg, and jumped from the bus with purpose. One hand on the nozzle and the other on the handle, Kat was ready to fight the fire.

She moved toward the cars. The impact had been so violent and fast that jagged pieces from each car were interlinked and holding onto each other.

They’d been forced together, bonded like Siamese twins. The black paint of the Chevy Tahoe was bleeding into the candy apple red of the Mustang, and the red paint was beginning to liquify from the fire, dripping on the ground, pooling like blood on a homicide scene.

Kat had been a paramedic for thirteen years, and by now, she had worked hundred—if not thousands—of wrecks in her time, but still had never arrived on a scene with anyone trapped inside of a burning vehicle. That was, not until today.

A man, still alive, sat inside of the Mustang.

There was a dead man, too, his stomach ripped open—nearly cut in half—lying partially across the front of the vehicle. Blood and guts in many colors and hues trailed down the paintwork, spilling out like the entrails of a disemboweled pig about to be roasted.

The Tahoe’s windshield had been shattered, a man-sized hole pushing outward from the driver’s side. Kat knew the dead man had been ejected that way.

The candy apple red Mustang had exploded just before the entrance to the hospital; Walter had misjudged his turn and never noticed the black Chevy Tahoe driving with his lights off.

The Chevy had narrowly missed the ambulance, but hit Walter’s car at a devastating angle.

The driver of the Tahoe was drunk, of course, and hadn’t been wearing his seatbelt. The outcome was textbook fire and rescue training—couldn’t have been more predictable.

When ejected, he had skipped right off the roof of Walter’s car. An obtuse wrinkle in the metal was the evidence left behind, and the collision had occurred at a combined closing speed of one-hundred-and-twenty miles an hour, so forceful that the kinetic energy ripped through the Mustang’s front end and buckled the roof into a sharp point, eviscerating the ejected driver as his body’s kinetic energy creased what was left of the roof.

Blood ran down Walter’s face as the engine fire began to melt away at the windshield of his Mustang. A little at a time, the fire burned closer, smoking the glass black as asphalt.

Walter’s hands began to move as the heat inside of the car climbed. He was starting to wake up. His eyes flickered while Walter’s hands wiped at his face.

What the fuck just happened? Walter thought as his mind raced back to reality. His eyes were telling his mind that death was near, but he didn’t want to buy into it.

Walter lifted himself off the collapsed steering wheel and what he saw made him fully understand that the fire was marching its way to kill him. Walter pushed the driver’s door open, letting in the cool air of the night. He started to step out from his mess of a sports car, but his legs didn’t want to cooperate.

Fire rolled around with the air entering the, now open, driver’s door. A searing pain engulfed Walter, burning him right up.

“Fucking help me, oh my God!” Walter screamed as the left side of his body burned.

He realized his legs were crushed under the steering wheel and he was trapped, about to burn to death. The flames flashed in Walter’s face as he noticed an angel on the other side of the orange death. She was beautiful, taller than anyone he’d ever seen, with brilliant white wings.

Standing next to her was another girl in a white shirt with the word ‘Medic’ on her chest.

“Jimmy, call fire and tell them they have one trapped and the flames are inside the cabin,” Kat said as she pulled the safety pin on her fire extinguisher.

With no thought for her own safety, Kat ran up against the Mustang while spraying the fire with her ten pounds of chemical extinguisher. She moved directly to Walter, spraying the flames inside the cabin and those that were eating away at Walter himself. She pushed the fire back, calming it down.

“Jimmy, I’ve emptied the can, so tell fire to step it up. The fire’s not out; it’s being fueled by gas and all I can do is knock it down.”

The engine was still flickering orange and blue-red flames under the hood.

She looked into Walter’s distorted face. “I’m Katherine. I’m a paramedic,” she said, grasping his hand.

“Please God, don’t let me die!” Walter said as he reached out, holding her hand. Kat held onto him as some flesh cracked, his blistered skin popping, some sliding off in her hand. She didn’t flinch and knew chaos and panic only bred more of the same.

Kat slowed her breath, smiled and said, “Walter, you look like my dad, and he always called me Kat. You can too. I’ve a lot of my friends heading this way and they are going to help me get you out of this car. I promise you, you’re going to be fine.”

The gas was continuing to fuel the fire, the flames pushing out from under the hood again. Kat ignored this and continued to hold Walter’s hand.

“Shh, listen. D’you hear them? The sirens… they are coming for you, Walter.”

Walter smiled as he could hear the sound of help racing in the background, but smiled more because, as Kat held his hand, he could see the beautiful pale-faced angel leaning over Kat’s shoulder with her wings splayed outward.

It looked to him as if the angel’s wings were shielding both of them from the flames.

“I can hear them, sweet girl,” Walter said as the angel nodded behind Kat.

He was oh, so tired. But now, Walter believed everything was going to be ok and that the angel gave him permission to stop fighting and just drift off into a nice sleep. Walter’s hand fell limp inside of Kat’s grip, and he passed out as the source of the sirens arrived at the crash.

The wind shifted directions, adding fuel to the fire as the flames were pushed over the open door and started burning the back of Kat’s paramedic jacket. She was wearing her blue and yellow striped bunker jacket, but the heat was ruthless.

“Walter, I won’t let you go, ok?” Kat said, leaning inside and using her body to shield him from the orange death.

Mecklenburg Fire Department’s Engine 11 pulled up a few feet from the collision. When the call came out, they had been the closest firetruck and had just left Darby’s pond.

Every second counting, they jumped in their truck even before donning their fire-resistant bunker gear, driving as if they were in a NASCAR race and the white flag had just dropped. The firetruck slid to a screeching halt.

Captain Warren James got out and grabbed a quick hose. “Charge it. Give me water!”

The fire engineer instantly primed the water pump. Within a second, water erupted from deep inside the belly of the truck. With a charged hose line, Captain James—standing in a t-shirt and shorts, opened up the nozzle and began fighting the blaze.

Water quickly turned to steam as the fire was extinguished, and the car smoked heavily from under the hood. It was a black, thick and caustic smoke that left a sour, metallic taste in the men’s mouths. Captain James was used to it, and frankly, had come to love it.

It reminded him of life and his purpose within it.

He was a stereotypical firefighter—tall, dark hair, born and raised on a farm and lived to help others. What set the captain apart from the other firemen, however, was the fact he wore big black-rimmed glasses, had a veraciously foul mouth, and he honestly didn’t care about dying.

Captain James wasn’t a daredevil, nor was he suicidal. He simply wasn’t afraid to die. Death had certainly come for him several times over the years, but had failed in every attempt.

Captain James manned the hose, spraying water directly under the hood and smothering the gasoline-fueled flames. He continued to spray as his men used the jaws of life to cut the car from around Walter Pauls’ broken and deformed legs.

Walter was unconscious as the emergency workers pulled him from his unrecognizable car. He was strapped to a back board, then a transport gurney, and loaded into the back of ambulance 32, the same bus that had just dropped off his friend, Tom Porter.

Kat jumped in the back with Walter, and Jimmy drove the short thirty-second drive to the emergency room entrance. Just as when they’d arrived with Tom, doctors were waiting to take Walter from the dutiful paramedics.

“Doc, sorry to see you again so soon,” Kat said. “This is Walter Pauls. He was in a motor vehicle wreck, entrapped, with fire. Burns to left side of his body, multiple leg fractures. He’s been unconscious now for ten minutes. Vitals are stable.” The team of doctors acknowledged the information and rushed Walter off into the hospital.
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“Where am I?” Tom asked as a bright light shined above him.

A man’s face appeared in the light, wearing a blue medical mask.

“Tom, we will take care of you,” the man said as he placed a molded piece of clear plastic over Tom’s nose and mouth. “Take a deep breath and count to ten for me. We are going to stop your pain and take good care of you.”

Tom realized he was in an operating room and about to go under. His body hurt and his stomach churned with bile that Tom felt he needed to expel. He tried to smile knowing that he was about to escape the pain, even if it was only temporary. But the rise of his body temperature made him sick, and he threw up all over himself.

The doctor cleaned him up and again placed the mask, with the happy gas attached, on his face. “One, two, three—” Tom mumbled and fell asleep. He was off to dreamland as the surgical team began repairing his tormented body.
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Meanwhile, Heidi Pauls had shown up at the hospital too, inquiring about Walter.

The receptionist smiled and began typing on her computer. “I sure can tell you where to find him, ma’am. Give me just a few seconds. Did you say Pauls or Porter, ma’am?”

“Tom Porter’s the patient. But my name is Pauls,” Heidi replied.

“Your husband… Well, doesn’t he happen to be Walter Pauls?” the receptionist asked.

“Yes, that’s him. He should be standing by somewhere. Tom’s his friend, you see. He was following him to the—.”

Heidi paused. Something seemed amiss.

“Ma’am, I’m so sorry but can you verify his date of birth? Your husband’s date of birth?”

“January 10th, 1979. Why?”

“Ma’am, come with me,” the reception said with concern.

The receptionist was an old professional and had run into this situation more than a handful of times in her career. She led Heidi down the clean hallways, winding around to the emergency room. Heidi’s mind was racing, yet somehow, she still noticed a strange painting of a whale giving birth to a calf, painted directly on the wall, like a mural or piece of fine graffiti.

How weird, Heidi thought.

This painting of a whale giving birth was momentarily taking her mind off what was rapidly unfolding. Was it the image itself, or the vibrant colors used in the afterbirth? Heidi wasn’t sure why, but the painting was obtusely soothing.

The receptionist snapped her fingers, “Mrs. Pauls, are you with me?” she asked. Heidi’s eyes adjusted as the sound of the fingers grabbed her attention. “I’m sorry… I don’t know what’s happening,” Heidi said.

“Ma’am, your husband was involved in a crash. His car was hit by a drunk driver. I’m so sorry to tell you that Walter is hurt pretty bad. He’s in room three.”

She pointed to the emergency room’s double doors. “I’m going to take you in there for just a moment, ok? The doctors are prepping him for surgery so you can see him and then we have to come right back out.”

Heidi was in disbelief and turned back to the painting. The whale was swimming now, moving back and forth in the dirty red water. But her calf was motionless. It had been stillborn and blood began dripping from the bottom of the painting and down the wall.

“Ma’am! Did you hear me?” the receptionist asked. “Are you ok?”

Heidi reached out, grabbing the receptionist’s hand.

“I understand,” she said, shaking as if caught outside during a winter storm.

Heidi parted the curtain to room three. Her eyes did not deceive her. A man was lying naked and motionless on the hospital bed. The left side of his body was burned from the top of his head to his waist and both legs were encased in temporary splints.

“Walt? Is that you?” Heidi asked as she dropped the receptionist’s hand and walked to her husband. “Oh, Walt!” tears flowed.

“I’m Doctor Engram,” said a doctor. “Your husband’s been unconscious since he arrived, and we’re prepping him for surgery now. His legs are broken in several places and you can see the burns are bad. So, we have to clean his wounds thoroughly to keep infection from setting in, then the orthopedic surgeon will reset his legs. He’s in catatonic shock and, therefore, unconscious. It’s dangerous, but we’ll do everything we can for him,” he said.

“I just don’t understand. He called me—” Heidi said, pausing as she now realized what had happened.

“Ma’am come with me and I’ll answer any questions you may have. The doctor needs to get your husband up to the operating room as quickly as possible,” the receptionist said.

Heidi bent down, kissing Walter’s cheek. The charring, crispy skin brushed across her lips.

That feeling was the key to convincing her mind that she wasn’t dreaming, and that this was real. Walter was hurt badly and near death. She nodded, “Please take care of him,” Heidi said, and walked out of the room an emotional wreck.

The receptionist led Heidi to a small waiting room. “This room will give you some privacy. No one will bother you. If you need anything, my name is Becky. You can reach me on that red phone in the corner. It’s a direct line to my workstation,” she said.

“Thank you so much,” Heidi replied.

“I’ll check back with you in a while and as soon as the doctors know more, they will be in to speak with you. There’s coffee, water and snacks on the counter and the remote to the TV is next to the phone,” Becky explained.

The door shut behind the receptionist as she left. Heidi was now alone and trying to decide what to tell her daughters about their father.
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“Hand me that last clamp,” the doctor said as he worked on Tom’s hand. “We are almost done.” Both doctors knew Tom would need future surgeries to help build his hand up so he could use it again. But all the bleeding had stopped, and the bullets had been removed from his head. So, his prognosis was hopeful.

“He’s extremely lucky the one bullet never penetrated his skull,” a nurse said.

“Yeah. The wound pattern in his head looks like the bullet was running laps around his skull until it ran out of momentum, never entering his brain. Lucky,” the lead doctor said. “We are all done, guys. Great job. Go ahead and close him up. My only concern is his fever. In case of infection, we will start him on antibiotics.”

The doctor walked away leaving the surgical team to close up the patient. He took off his protective gear in the back room and washed up. It was a busy night and he was the on-call trauma doctor. He was tired and really wanted to go home, drink a beer and kick back.

Then the door opened.

“Doctor Evans, Doctor Engram is in operating room four. He has asked that you scrub in and assist him with another trauma patient. The man has multiple fractures in both legs and has significant burns,” a nurse said, holding the door open.

“Guess it’s going to be a busy night after all,” he replied.

Doctor Evans was an orthopedic trauma surgeon, Harvard educated, and his skillset had lain in mending broken bodies for the last twenty years. He walked next door, scrubbed his hands and arms, and was assisted into his protective gear by a surgical nurse.

He looked at Walter’s X-rays on the computer.

“Damn, buddy, your legs are fucked. Nurse, send these images to the computer in the O.R.” He walked into the room that was already buzzing with nurses and Doctor Engram.

“Thanks for scrubbing in,” Engram said. “His burns are worse than expected and his legs—well, let’s just say, you’re the best man for that job.” Over the next three hours, both doctors worked skillfully to put Walter Pauls back together.

Later, there were two women holding each other, both crying as Doctor Evans walked into the waiting room.

“Mrs. Pauls?” he asked.

“Yes sir. That’s me,” Heidi said among her tears.

The fear in the air was palpable. He looked at Heidi and realized the other female must be Tom Porter’s wife. “Are you Mrs. Porter?”

“Yes. I’m Kate Porter. Is my husband ok—?”

Doctor Evans cut her off, but unintentionally.

“Ladies, please have a seat,” he said. “First of all, let me say that I operated on both of your husbands and they are both alive. Each procedure went better than expected.”

Kate and Heidi were holding each other’s hands, an invisible wall holding back each set of emotions. The women were scared for what the eventual outcome might comprise.

“They’re alive, Heidi…both of them!” Kate whispered as she held her friend’s hand tightly.

“Yes, they both are alive. But…” the doctor paused.

The girls took a deep breath, preparing themselves for the other shoe to drop.

“Walter’s legs are badly broken. We spent three hours putting them back together and he will have a long road of recovery ahead of him, but his worst injuries are the second- and third-degree burns. They will scar him for life, and he will require other surgeries in the future. Anyway, time will tell. I’ll take you to his recovery room in just a few minutes.”

Heidi was speechless. She tried to thank the doctor, but her words were gone, like a small child that had run off into a crowd. They were simply lost. She just nodded and wrapped her arms around the doctor with a firm squeeze, thanking him as the emotional wall holding back the tears crumbled.

“Mrs. Porter, your husband’s surgery went well. We were able to remove the bullet from his head and stop the bleeding in his chest. The best possible thing to happen for Tom was that the bullet never penetrated his skull. It just sort of danced around his head under the scalp. Now, his hand was badly mangled, but we were also able to save as much of it as we could. When he came in, it looked like a lawn mower had grabbed a hold of it. But we were able to close the wound, and, in time, he will have the option of prosthetics,” Doctor Evans explained.

“Thank you so much! I’ll take good care of him,” Kate stammered. Her gut hurt as if she had been shot, and she wanted to vomit. Her husband was her world and that world was falling down one brick at a time.

“Mrs. Porter. Your husband is in ICU and you can see him, but we still have one concern. He’s running a high fever, which is usually a sign of infection, but he came into the hospital with it. So that has me concerned and we are watching Tom closely.”

The doctor went on to detail that Walter Pauls had been unconscious on arrival but had been anaesthetized for the procedure.

“I’ll give him something to counteract the meds that are keeping him under, once we get to his room,” Doctor Evans explained. He looked back at Mrs. Porter; it was tricky addressing both women at the same time, resulting in the continual to-and-fro of news.

“Tom is already up. If you follow me, I’ll take you to see both of them,” Doctor Evans explained finally, and the girls followed.
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Walter lay on his back, bandaged and with his legs braced and elevated from a ceiling-mounted pully system. He was in room 227 next to the window, and Tom Porter lay in the bed next to him.

Tom heard a knock on the door. “Come in,” he said weakly.

Doctor Evans walked in. “Glad you’re up, Tom. How are you feeling?”

“I’m roasting, Doc; can you turn the air on? My head’s killing me too.”

“Your head is going to hurt. A bullet to the head has a lot of kinetic energy and you’re lucky to be alive. I’ll work on cooling the room a little more, but in the meantime, would you like to see your wife?” Tom’s face flushed pink and eyes welled up.

He was speechless as Kate and Heidi walked in the room.

Doctor Evans stepped back and closed a curtain separating Tom and Walter.

“Heidi, let’s give them a few minutes. Come on over and I’ll wake up Walter,” he said.

Heidi nearly fell down when she saw Walter. “His head… It… It’s so big,” she said.

“That’s common for the trauma he sustained, Mrs. Porter, but rest assured, much like flood water, it will recede in time. We will take great care of him,” Doctor Evans replied.

Heidi moved toward Walter, grabbing his right hand, kissing it as she cried. She looked at her unrecognizable husband and memories of her mother flooded her mind. She was taken back. Heidi no longer saw Walter before her.

She was now looking at her mom, holding her frail, cold hand as she passed away before her young, little eyes. “Momma, don’t go… Don’t leave me, Momma,” Heidi whimpered as the cancer robbed her mother of a life yet lived.

“Mrs. Pauls,” Doctor Evans said as he touched her shoulder.

Heidi was shocked back to reality, like jumping in a freezing lake. She was jolted, and her breath robbed from her lungs. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what happened,” she said.

“It’s understandable. How about you take a seat and I’ll explain what we did for your husband?” Doctor Evans asked as he pulled a chair up next to her, gesturing to her to sit down. She continued to hold Walter’s hand as she sat.

“Like I said before, Walter was burned on the left side of his body, from his hip to the top of his head. He would have been burned completely, but a paramedic used her body to shield him from the fire as firemen battled the blaze,” he said. “That paramedic saved his life in more ways than one, Mrs. Porter.”

“My love…” Heidi said, fighting back tears. “Until I saw him, I didn’t realize how bad the accident was… My poor Walt.”

“The collision happened right outside of our entrance, so the medical personnel were able to get him here quickly. We were able to rush him into surgery, patch up his lacerations and clean and bandage the burns. My team was also able to set both of his legs. Walter’s right femur was broken in multiple places and his left leg had a tib-fib fracture—the worst I’ve seen.”

Heidi was wiping her face, trying to control her emotions.

“Walter will need more surgeries going forward, more so for the burns than the leg fractures. But this initial surgery went well. With physical therapy, over time, we expect Walter to make a full recovery.”

Heidi was coming around mentally. She listened to the words exiting the doctor’s mouth, yet glanced at Walter lying in that hospital bed the same way she had looked at her mother so many years ago. Maybe the trigger was the hospital bed, the condition Walter was in, or the similarities between the pillow on the bed, embroidered with MH—Mecklenburg Hospital—the same MH she would have seen on her mother’s pillow as a child. Either way, Heidi was not dealing well with the day.

“Mrs. Pauls, if you’re ok, I will give Walter some liquid Ritalin in his I.V. port and he will wake up,” Doctor Evans said.

“Oh! Yes, please, Doctor!” She cried out the words as if the doctor had just offered her a million dollar bills right into her hand. “I’m ok!” she went on, gathering her composure. “Go ahead and wake him up!”

Doctor Evans took out a syringe pre-filled with the drug he needed. He attached it to the I.V. line and pushed down on the clear liquid.

“His hand is getting warm, Doc,” Heidi said.

“That’s the medicine beginning to work. I’m going to check on Tom again and then leave you alone. He should wake up in just a little bit. When he does, hit the call button and I’ll come right back,” Doctor Evans said with a smile.

“Sounds good, Doc—really good. I was so scared that… that…” Her voice tremored. She never could finish that sentence, but the doctor could guess. “Thank you for everything. Thank you for taking such good care of my husband,” she finished up.

Doctor Evans stepped from behind the curtain and smiled at Tom and Kate. “How are you feeling, Tom?” he asked.

“Doc, my head’s killing me still. I feel so hot.”

“Doctor, he feels as if he’s burning up,” Kate said.

“Hold this under your tongue, Tom.”

Doctor Evans placed a thermometer in Tom’s mouth and also began taking his pulse. Sweat poured from Tom’s head and onto Doctor Evans’s hand as he took his temperature.

“103.1,” he said. “That’s high, so I’ll get you some meds to help cut it down. We did a good bit of work to save your hand. All of your wounds were dirty, and I’m a little bit worried an infection has set in. I started you on Keflex and Levaquin to fight off any infection, but you lost so much blood, I’m also worried about your body’s ability to fight. Your immune system’s going to be very weak after everything you’ve just been through.”

“I’m going to throw up—.” Tom said as he puked on himself. Bile and blood ran down his shirt and onto the white hospital blanket.

“What’s wrong with him, Doc?” Kate asked.

“We are going to find out,” he replied.

“Rush his bloodwork, stat.” he said, looking at Nurse Jackie. “We need to figure out what’s going on with him. Tom, it’s likely you have an infection and that would explain the high fever, but the nausea and vomiting could just be a reaction to the anesthesia, which isn’t uncommon. We will know more when the blood work is done.”

Tom’s nurse, Jackie, reminded Kate of another Jackie she’d gone to high school with, a girl she hated. And even worse, the nurse was pretty and obviously smart too, just like that girl from Kate’s bewildering high school experience.

Doctor Evans left the room and walked toward Tom’s nurse.

“I’ll take that blood sample to Frank, up in the lab. He owes me a favor and I have a bad feeling with this one,” he said as Jackie handed the sample over.

“Saves me the time,” she replied and walked off to tend to another patient.

Doctor Evans knew the hospital was busy, but knew deep down in his gut that something was wrong with Tom. Something more than an infection or side effects from anesthesia.

Something insidious was happening to his patient. And he simply loathed patients dying on his watch.

Doctor Evans held Tom’s blood sample up to the elevated white light.

The band Journey was playing Wheel in the Sky in the background as the doctor’s mind churned over causes and scenarios that could play out for Tom.

The elevator bell dinged, and the stainless-steel doors opened up to the seventh floor. A sign on the wall pointed to the right, reading lab in large red letters. Doctor Evans thought it was fitting to label it in red as he was taking blood to them.

He stepped from the elevator, and placed the vial in his lab coat pocket. “Have a great day,” he said to a hospital administrator as he exited and turned right, heading to go see Frank.
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“Doctor Evans! Or should I say Doctor—get this done right the hell now—Evans! How the heck are you?” Frank asked as the doctor walked into his office. He had been setting up a microscope, and was about to check another blood sample when Doctor Evans loudly interrupted him.

The doctor shook his head with a smile. “Damn, you’re always giving me crap!”

“Just busting your chops, my friend. What can I do for you? I assume you need something run fast or you wouldn’t be here,” Frank said.

“Well, that’s not entirely true or fair, but yes, I need a sample run,” Evans said. “You owe me anyways,” he continued, laughing.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know I do. What do you have? I’m all set up, so let’s knock it out,” Frank replied.

“I have a patient a couple hours’ past surgery who has a spiked fever and vomiting. I’ve been pushing normal antibiotics, but the fever isn’t breaking. I suspect an infection, but have a gut feeling it might turn out to be something worse,” Evans said, handing the sample over.

Frank took the sample, logged it into his journal, and placed the tube in the centrifuge.

“Give me about fifteen minutes and I’ll have a full workup for you,” Frank said. “What’s this guy’s story anyways?”

“Thank you, my friend.”

Evans pulled out his phone, clicked on the screen and gave it to Frank.

“Watch this,” he said. Frank pulled the glasses from the top of his head and began to watch.

A minute into the video, his facial expression changed.

“I don’t understand. People are just appearing from that water. I mean, I see the fireboats pulling people out one at a time as they surface. Did a boat sink or something?”

“No. This is Darby’s pond and people who have been missing for years from this town are crawling out of that godforsaken pond… And believe it or not, that’s where my patient came from. But he was also shot, and his hand looked like it must have got caught in a manufacturing machine,” Evans explained.

Frank’s mind ‘stepped out’ for a moment. His grandmother—Betty—had been missing for a time and was last seen in her wheelchair near Harbor House. Frank’s eyes welled with tears. Hope had crept in for his Nana.

He turned the TV on in his office, and live on the local news right then was Darby’s pond. Hope was feeding Frank’s mind. He so desperately missed his grandmother. Frank remembered his last words to her being, stop wheeling yourself so far from the house, Nana.

And then she was gone, just like that, it was almost as if the wind had simply decided it liked her, and so had come along and carried her far away someplace unfathomable.

It was a mystery, a trauma, and he had never been sure he could take the news of whatever had happened to her. Whatever it was, he still missed her so much and knew she was never coming home. He had loved her dearly. Maybe even too much.

As the news played in the background, he looked at Evans. “How about you grab us a couple of coffees and come back? In other words, I want coffee and need you out of my hair while I do my job,” Frank said, wiping tears from his cheek. “Just like when we were kids, I buy, and you fly. Now get out,” he said, handing Evans a few bucks.

Doctor Evans took the cash and his phone back.

“I’ll be back in a few,” he said as he walked out of the lab, shaking his head.

Frank took the blood sample in hand and sat down at his desk. He felt like an old, deflated balloon that was getting a jolt of helium so he could float one last time.

He picked up his phone and dialed his wife. The emotions of the moment weighed him down, like a life of regret just before death.

“Hello,” his wife answered.
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“Well, aren’t you a tall drink of water,” the cashier said as she rang up the sale for the good doctor. “That will be six bucks for the coffee.”

“You kill me, but I always do appreciate the flattery,” Evans replied with a smile and handed her seven one-dollar bills. He was going on his tenth year at this hospital, and Judy had been jovially chatting with him in this tone ever since last year. It had become ‘their thing’.

“Stay sassy and keep the change,” Evans replied as he headed back to the elevators. An elevator was open and vacant as Evans walked inside. He pushed the seventh-floor button and started skyward toward the lab. Evans had been gone for thirty minutes and hoped that had provided enough time for Frank to run Tom’s blood sample.
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“Tom, can you hear me?” Kate asked as Tom lay motionless between the railings of the hospital bed. His eyelids matched the gray color of his sheets, from the excessive sweat. Tom had been awake and tossing about, but all of a sudden had stopped moving. His chest was rising and falling with each breath, but he was motionless, much like a corpse in a coffin.

Kate pressed the button to summon the nurse as she started to panic. Her husband had been talking, lucid—even bitching at her one minute—and out like a light the next minute.

“Tom, honey, can you hear me?” she asked again, this time grabbing his good hand.

The room was white and clean as Tom looked at the ceiling. He felt a massive weight on his chest and noticed a man lying on top of him—a man with no eyes. And worse, the man was fighting him. It was Preacher Ratchford. Tom struggled to control the madman with his one and only good hand, but it was useless as the man wrapped around his body like a boa constrictor. Tom was sweating profusely now, fear oozing from every open pore on his body.

“I told you—God has shown me his plan, and you will all die,” the Preacher said, just before his jaw unhinged and his throat convulsed, opening wide like an animal giving birth. The preacher’s tongue and teeth gave way to a shiny black spider with a small head, legs as long as a man’s fingers, and body the size of a baseball.

It crawled out from deep inside of the evil Preacher’s belly.

The spider moved over the Preacher’s arm, around Tom’s face, and drove his fangs into Tom’s neck, just behind his ear. The spider held tight, transfusing its poison into Tom’s bloodstream.

Tom began to shake back and forth, screaming “NOOOOOOOO!!!”

Nurse Jackie grabbed his arm, pinned it to the bed and shoved a sixteen-gauge needle in his shoulder as blood tricked down his skin. Next, she pushed a specifically measured dose of diazepam into his bloodstream.

“That will calm him down,” the nurse said.

“I don’t know what happened. He was talking and bitching one minute, then he passed out for a bit, and came back all crazy,” Kate said as her body shook from the stress.

“Don’t you worry. Trauma can do all sorts of things, and if a person goes out cold, it’s usually that their body recognizes they need to take it easy. Sometimes, even trying to talk with visitors can be overload. That’s all. Just hold his hand and talk with him; he will be out for a bit but he may still be able to hear you. That sedative I just gave him should help him sleep,” the nurse replied. “I’ll check with Doctor Evans and see what the next step is.” She departed the room and gently pulled the door shut.


HELLO, OLD FRIEND
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McKinney stood on the shore as the river’s water moved over a silver Buick sedan. He had been looking for this car for nearly a year. The cable from the tow truck screamed and strained under the added weight from the water. The tow driver stopped hoisting, leaving the nose of the car on the bank of the river.

The hoisting of the vehicle created a natural flow of water inside that kept the windshield visible as the vehicle broke through the surface.

The interior looked like a dirty fishbowl with the driver still strapped there, in her seat.

“Well, you don’t see that every day,” the tow driver said.

“No… No, you sure fucking don’t,” McKinney replied. “That’s probably Tina Burns or what’s left of her. I’ll confirm it when I run the V.I.N. number. She went missing last year, with her kid and her husband. They all just up and vanished without a trace… We’ve been looking for this car,” McKinney continued, shaking his head. “Once the water is out, get the car to a safe spot, and crime scene techs will go through it with me, then we’ll seal it up and have you tow it to headquarters.”

“Sounds good man. Looks like the fish had a circus show in there.”

The tow truck pulled the Buick out to a flat spot on the dirt road, securing it about fifty yards from the river’s edge. The sun had set, and a night breeze had picked up, leaving a chill in the air. McKinney turned on his flashlight and opened the driver’s door. It was unlocked and slid open easily.

He could see the driver was wearing a dress. Her long dirty hair hung down the front of her skeletonized face, and besides the dress—the fish had cleaned the body to the bone—her hair was the only thing leading McKinney to believe the driver was indeed a female. McKinney looked several times, shining his flashlight throughout the car, verifying and revealing that no one else was inside.

“I’ll crack open the trunk, let crime scene take their pics, then we can seal it up and take her away,” McKinney said loudly while working, hoping that the nosey tow driver could hear him.

With gloves on even though the car had been submerged in the river for possibly a year—habits were hard to break—McKinney reached inside and took the keys from the ignition. He tried the key fob but the water had killed that too. McKinney took the key and manually opened the Buick’s trunk.

The lid popped up quickly with a squeal, dripping water as McKinney shined his light inside. The interior of the trunk concealed an obese man in his underwear. The body was gray—like spoiled porkchops—and fully intact. His eyes were open, an unnatural smile making the man appear as if he had died with something to say.

“Fucking smiling?” McKinney asked himself rhetorically. The cold water of the river had preserved its victims, and the trunk had kept the fish at bay from the man, leaving him fully intact. McKinney stared at the ghostly bloated body. He remembered the victim’s mother who had filed the original missing person’s report, concerned for her son’s safety.

That day had been hot and humid, but what stood the day apart from all the others wasn’t just this case. McKinney had worked hundreds of cases involving missing people. But the name of the victims had etched it in his mind on that day—Burns. His wife had been sleeping with a guy named Todd Burns. That particular day he found this out had kickstarted McKinney’s addiction to Beefeaters gin.

McKinney stood there staring at the swollen gray meat of a man, stuffed in the trunk of that old Buick. His mind drifted off back to the day the Burns were reported missing.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” McKinney asked as an elderly woman, possibly in her seventies, walked into the police station.

“Hi, I hope so. My son is missing, and I think his mean-ass wife had something to do with it,” the lady said as she took a seat in front of McKinney’s desk. Her face was well-traveled and angry, yet she wore a peach-colored sundress and matching hat as if she was on a grand day out someplace special. Other than her attitude, she appeared to be a southern woman with typical family problems. McKinney met women like this all the time.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Tell me the story, and I’ll do my best to help you,” said McKinney.

“My son hasn’t called me in days. That’s highly unusual for him. We talk every day, he’s my only son, and always been a Momma’s boy,” the lady said as tears rolled down her rough aged face.

McKinney opened his lower desk drawer and grabbed a box of tissues—which happened to be sitting next to an opened fifth of gin.

He handed her the box and patiently waited for her to continue.

“Thank you,” she said as she wiped her face. “As I was saying, my son Gregory Burns—we call him Greg—hasn’t called me in a few days. So, I went by his house. His door was open, but no one was home. He was gone, and the bitch wife wasn’t home either—typically, I enjoy when she’s not there because she beats my son. And my grandson Hunter, he’s twelve, got curly hair, and loves animals...well, he wasn’t there either. He’s big for his age, you know, and gets the raw end of the stick for it. But anyways, the house was wide open, and they were all gone. And what’s more—”

McKinney had heard it all a hundred times before, and so he cut off the woman’s talk.

“Ma’am, I am so sorry to hear of your concerns, but we’ll get to the bottom of it,” McKinney replied as professionally as he could, pulling out his pen and notepad. “Give me your name and where your son lives, and I’ll get a trooper to go run a wellness check today for you. I’m sure there’ll be a simple explanation. There usually is.”

The lady seemed unimpressed; her demeanor showed it, and her tone of voice even more.

“Right, well, my name’s Virginia Burns, and I very much doubt there’s a ‘simple explanation’ for the blood smears the whole length of the kitchen. That linoleum looks like the floor of a damn butcher shop. It used to be sparkling white, but now it looks like a river of blood is flowing right down the center of it. So, you tell me the ‘simple explanation’ for that!”

McKinney’s jaw had hung open.

Goddammit. Maybe this one wasn’t going to be so 'simple' after all.
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The Buick leaked water all over that dry, sandy riverbank, and McKinney thought, Well, Mrs. Virginia Burns, it took a damn year, but I found your son like I said I would, and that daughter-in-law you couldn’t stomach. But where the fuck is your grandson?


THE VIRUS
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“Frank, I got your black coffee. What do you have for me? Anything?” Doctor Evans asked as he walked into Frank’s office. Frank was staring at his computer screen, a large medical journal opened up on his lap.

He looked up with a pale spectral face and pushed his chair over to his Leica digital microscope. Frank adjusted the slide and focus for the tenth time. “Doc, come here,” he said, motioning his friend over. “Come look at this.”

“Frank, are you ok? You never call me Doc,” Evans said as he leaned over, looking at the computer screen. The digital scope was projecting the results on the screen for both men to see.

“Mike, what you’re looking at on the right side is your patient’s blood and what you see on the left side is a computerized example of the Black Death—the bubonic plague. It’s a positive match, Mike. But that’s not even the most troubling part,” Frank explained.

“Well fuck, I’ll notify the CDC and start initiating protocols. The closest control facility for this is in Denver—”

“Mike, stop… The bad part is not that he has the plague—which killed over two hundred million people. The bad part is that the bastard thing’s mutated. All the markers are there to say so,” Frank explained, pointing at parts of the computer screen. “We have to act fast. The bubonic plague itself is no big deal these days—it’s easily cured nowadays. But mutated? Fuck knows.”

During a single breath, the room froze—time stood still for Doctor Evans. He couldn’t believe this was happening. The potential consequences were revolting, and for that brief second, he saw death and destruction. Kids crying and the city in turmoil.

“I’ll initiate the process,” Doctor Evans said with a blank face.

“Mike, listen, this is really bad. I have to say it again,” Frank reiterated. “As you know, the bubonic plague is an infectious disease that was spread mainly through fleas. But the mutation markers are telling me it’s jumped strains and is now viral. It’s still pneumonic, but a new strain. Mike, you know that now it will be spread though touch or even through the air, and, it’s zoonotic, transmitting species to species. And there’s no telling whether the conventional treatments that took so long to develop to efficacy will even have any effect at all on this strain.”

Doctor Evans walked out of the lab and started making phone calls. He knew the protocol for a disease of this nature was isolation within a contained environment. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention operated a facility in Denver, and it would be their saving grace.

“Nurse’s station, ICU,” Jackie said, answering the on-call phone.

“Jackie, give Mr. Porter 750 milligrams of streptomycin, and 750 milligrams of doxycycline stat. Start isolation protocol, and prep for CDC transport to the Denver facility,” Doctor Evans demanded as he ran down the stairs, heading for Tom’s room.

He had to contain his patient and get him a CDC transport as soon as possible, or the hospital would be shut down, and people would die.

Nurse Jackie hung up the phone and stood silent in the hallway for a moment, gathering her thoughts. She was a double major in college—biology and nursing with a minor in history.

She’d specifically loved the history of medicine, so the moment Doctor Evans ordered the meds and told her to prep the patient for CDC transport, Jackie knew her patient had the plague.

Jackie entered the room with Tom Porter, his wife Kate, Walter Pauls—still unconscious—and his wife Heidi. “Guys, good news. Walter will have his own room shortly. Mrs. Porter, I’m going to give Walter some meds to help with his pain and more so for his fever.” Nurse Jackie administered the antibiotics and left the room.

She had to prep for a CDC transport team.

Doctor Evans caught Jackie in the hallway, and even before his mouth opened, she knew what he was about to say.

“I’ve called the CDC and advised them we have a positive patient for the bubonic plague. They have a transport team on their way and will be here within the hour,” Evans explained. “We need to go ahead and identify anyone who’s been in contact with Mr. Porter, get them tested, quarantined, and start them on a regimen of streptomycin.”

“I’ve already started the prep work for the transfer. Are you going to talk with the family?” asked nurse Jackie.

“I’m about to do just that. But I have to warn you, Frank in the lab believes that this strain has mutated as a variant of the pneumonic plague. Viral,” Evans said.

The emotion in nurse Jackie’s face evaporated, turning pale with fear as her mind began tabulating the worst-case scenarios.

Viral, she thought. If a bacterial infection historically transmitted by fleas could mutate into a new viral strain, then it will be airborne, and, or contracted through touch.

Room 227 stared Jackie in the face. Just behind that ICU door were two families, four bloodlines, and a likely rampant disease that had once nearly eradicated the entire human race.
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“Doctor Evans, why are you wearing that?” Heidi Pauls asked as Kate’s attention turned to the men walking into the room completely covered head to toe in white plastic hazmat suits.

“Ladies, listen carefully,” Doctor Evans said as the other men began taping plastic to the walls and connecting it to a makeshift self-closing interior door, which resembled a shower curtain with magnets. “Mrs. Porter, your husband has tested positive for the bubonic plague.”

“But he just got—” Kate Porter said as she passed out.

She fell face first onto the edge of the hospital bed’s metal wheel lock.

“Grab a gurney,” Evans said as he tried to control the massive amount of blood flowing from Kate’s head. It had been hit in such a way she was partial scalped, and her skull was noticeably cracked, exposing the thin gray liner to her brain.

“Oh my fucking God! I can see her fucking brain!” Heidi yelled.

Nurse Jackie arrived back in the room with an additional nurse and a gurney. She wasn’t wearing a plastic suit like the others, but was protected by her face mask alone. She didn’t care, her worry was for all of her patients and she knew her new patient—Tom Porter’s wife—was in dire need of help.

“On three,” Jackie said as she readied herself to pick up Kate.

On the count, the team picked up the bleeding female, placing her on the gurney. Nurse Jackie assessed Kate and wheeled her down to Trauma.

“Listen up. Heidi, please take a seat. We have to quarantine everyone in this room. We will do this in two different ways,” Doctor Evans said with an echo as his words resonated off his enclosed self-breathing mask. “We have a transport team flying in from Denver to pick up Tom. He’s the infected one who must be isolated per CDC protocols, at a special facility. “The CDC has such a facility, down the mountain in Denver.”

“Doc what about—” Heidi started, but was quickly stopped when Doctor Evans held his hand up to momentarily quiet her.

“Listen… ma’am, it is imperative that you understand what’s about to rapidly take place.”

Heidi took a seat next to Walter, grabbed his hand and held it tight. She was even more scared than the time Walter had been called back to work and didn’t come home for two weeks. It was only after he returned that she learned he was not an administrator in the US Army—like he had told her—but rather an interrogator for the Army’s Criminal Investigation Command.

Heidi perked up and began to pay attention to Doctor Evans as he laid out the plan. Tom would be heading to Denver, while Walter and herself would be tested and isolated at the hospital.


THE PLANE
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Fire trucks scrambled at the Mecklenburg Airport, and every last one headed to runway 300.

“God be with them,” said the fire chief as he looked from his driver’s window. He could see the plane limping just off of the runway, maybe thirty feet above the ground, right wing blazing. The left engine was rattling, screaming for help, and failing. The airbus A321 was stuttering in the air and begging for a miracle.

The plane was off center.

“GET YOUR NOSE UP,” screamed the engineer of truck 3.

“Brace for impact—” were the last words spoken by Captain Perry Hamilton.

He had fought to control the airliner flight out of Boston but the right engine had exploded as they were making their final approached for landing. They were near Route 3, over the airport’s perimeter road, at the end of runway 300.

The plane was no more than eight hundred feet above the ground at the time, leaving the captain little to no time to react. Both Perry and Moe had front row seats as they couldn’t get the plane’s nose high enough to avoid the ground.

The cockpit impacted first onto the runway, splitting the fuselage into fiery pieces which rolled down the tarmac—throwing bodies everywhere—until the momentum finally stopped.

“Foam… foam the entire plane, soak that fuel,” radioed the fire chief as his car came to a stop near a row of seats. Chief Henry Clay had seen the devastation of man over his career, but this day would haunt his dreams even after his own death.

He pulled the pin on his hand-held extinguisher as his men prepped a water line, and the foam truck began spraying the largest parts of the plane. Chief Clay pointed the nozzle and squeezed the silver can’s handle. A cream-colored chemical cloud shot out, smothering the flames that consumed the three passengers still seat-belted to their chairs.

Chief emptied the extinguisher and, when the cloud dissipated, the newlyweds, Martha and Roy Sparks, lay dead. This was not the first time the Chief had witnessed death snatching souls right there in front of him, but this was the first time he had witnessed the outline of a dark, faceless man walk off into thin air. Dressed in all black and with blurred clothing, once the flames had been smothered, he simply stood up from the end seat and walked off into the chaos.

The man had no face, just the faint dark void of a human figure.
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“Ladder 11 on scene,” radioed Captain Warren James with Mecklenburg Fire. “Guys, get that ladder set, hook up the bucket and let’s make it rain!”

The men and women assigned to MFD ladder 11 were the best in the business. Their captain, while foul and crass, believed in a standard. More so, he believed in training his people to exceed that standard. Ladder 11 came to a stop and the firefighters jumped from the rig, getting right to work.

“The bucket is hooked, so run the ladder out and make ready the water,” Cora Kane said. She was a hell of firefighter; it ran in her blood as she represented the third generation of her family to fight the orange devil. Her grandfather had been a fireman in New York City. Her father was a Denver fireman as was her brother.

She had worked with Mecklenburg Fire for a few years now, leaving the only ‘black sheep’ of her family—Charlotte—to follow her own path in becoming a police officer.

“Cora, start climbing and I’ll boom the ladder out,” Mack said as he nodded to Captain James—who returned the gesture—then manned the controls.

Mack had been an engineer for years, never choosing to progress in rank, but rather was content being the best engineer in the department. He operated the hydraulically controlled, one-hundred-foot ladder better than anyone. The stabilizing arms were out, solid and truck-leveled as Cora climbed.

The flames roared as she began the journey up the ladder. She was a hotshot, physically fit, and quick under pressure. Her gear added an extra four-five pounds to her small frame, an air tank giving her under an hour of breathable air.

As Cora climbed the ladder, Mack extended it and turned the platform, so as to position the ladder as close as possible to the flames towering skyward from the main fuselage. Cora climbed one rung at a time as the length and angle of the ladder pitched higher and higher.

The wind was blowing to her back, helping push the flames away from her. The fire was rolling over the A321’s aluminum skin, melting it into a liquid pool under Cora’s ladder.

“Charge the line,” Warren radioed, pointing to his trusty engineer. Mack pushed a button and pulled the main tank leaver, opening the water flow. He gave his captain a thumbs up as the line charged up the ladder to Cora’s position.

Cora was looking at the flames from above. She was strapped into the beam, hooking a foot to the rung on which she stood. The yellow, orange and blue dance of the flesh-eating hell was visceral as she grabbed hold of the nozzle.

Sweat poured down her back as the ladder came to a final rest, dangerously close to the near-inferno heat. The flames waved at her from below, like the devil inviting Cora into hell. She could hear the metal moan and buckle. The heat was just bearable, but unsustainable for long.

Cora opened up her five-inch nozzle and began to flood the plane from her roost nearly forty-feet above. Below and in front of her were what was left of the main parts of the plane.

She knew her actions would help buy time for other firemen and emergency personnel to help save as many lives as they could. This was her calling, her duty, and her passion. Cora Kane had been born into public service. And on this day, her mettle would be tested.
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“Headquarters start all available medics to the Mecklenburg airport. A large passenger plane has crashed, and I’m almost on scene,” Trooper Crum radioed as his patrol car rolled to the terminal.

“All county emergency personnel have been dispatched. Additional medics are en route from Denver and Blackhawk,” said dispatch just before she toned the radio to get everyone’s attention. “All units, start toward Mecklenburg airport, reference a passenger plane crash on runway 300. Medic has established a casualty collection point on the tarmac near terminal four. I’m also being told Emergency Command will be at terminal four as well. “All units report to Command.”

“Headquarters, there is access to the tarmac near that terminal. Ground workers are waving me in, straight to the casualty collection point. Next trooper on scene, man the entrance and keep the road clear for ambulances to evac casualties,” said Trooper Crum as he pulled his car onto the tarmac, making his way to Command.
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Cora continued to flood the fire below as Mack made sure she had a steady supply of water.

“Mack, keep flooding that area. If Cora keeps doing what she’s doing now, I’ll be able to take a small element and rescue the ones on the ground just off the tarmac,” said Captain James as he started grabbing firemen for the job.

“You… You, Clint and you, Rip,” said the captain as he pointed at the men. “Drop tools. Air tanks and backboards only. Look around the ladder and to the right of the flaming main body. You see the people down? The bodies?” he exclaimed. “We’re going to get them. Cora’s high up the ladder suppressing the flames. We should be able to get to those people.”

Rip and Clint were firemen from truck 3; the captain knew them well and knew their cold nature would serve him in this moment.

His team was about to enter hell and see things that were unnatural to the human eye.

“Boys, just grab and go, no stopping. Let’s make it quick,” Captain James explained. The five-man team donned their masks, shutting off the outside world. They breathed the fresh manmade air and prepared to move.

“Mack we’re moving!” yelled the captain. Mack gave a thumbs up and watched over his gauges.
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Cora was shifting the flow of water back and forth over the flaming wreckage, beginning to push the flames back enough, opening up her view into the plane.

People, burning… Her mind was consumed with the images.

The flames…

Cora had a bird’s eye view of hell and could see people burning alive, people already dead, people trapped, torn apart—pieces of people.

She continued to move the nozzle back and forth, and the battle she fought was a stalemate. The heat was horrendous and the clarity of the flame—with a hint of blue—made it painfully obvious the plane had not been able to dump all of its fuel prior to the crash.

Cora was sweating terribly and had been high on the ladder for close to a tank of air. She had a few minutes left when she noticed movement below. It was her captain and a small element of firefighters.

She looked at them, then projected their path of travel and realized they were moving to rescue the people who’d been ejected during the crash. Immediately thinking, she shifted the arc of the water to give them a clear path to the first body.

A vibration began shaking Cora as bells, digital tones and audible chirping echoed in her head. She was almost out of air and the alarms were reminding her she was getting low. But the ladder was equipped with an auxiliary air safety tank attached to the boom.

Cora let the water stream over the rescue team as she reached down for the airline attached to the safety tank. Got it, Cora thought, I hope the captain gets those people.

She turned her airline, unlocking it from her mask and quickly replacing it with the emergency line from the auxiliary tank. Her original SCBA pack air alarms were still going off, but she ignored them as she now had a fresh supply of air.

“Let’s move,” the captain said as they picked up the first two bodies. The rescue team had one man and one female strapped to backboards and moved under the stream of water raining down from atop the ladder truck.

“Hey Rip, remember that time you were in that closet eating a can of corn?” laughed Clint as he walked carrying one side of the backboard bearing a female victim. He was breathing heavy and laughing inside of his mask. Carnage and mayhem brought on the jokes. It was how Clint and Rip’s cold natures dealt with the horrors their souls were forced to endure.

“Real funny, Dick… Real damn funny. I also remember when you paid for that hooker and she turned out to be a dude,” Rip replied.

“I fucking hate you,” Clint said then momentarily shut his mouth.

Rip shook his head at Clint, dropped the female off to a pair of medics behind the ladder truck, grabbed a new backboard, and headed back for another victim.
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Jamie Jones stood on the tarmac of runway 300, his white Oxford button-down shirt and blue Stratford tie stained with blood in an almost artistic pattern. The blood looked as if a painter ran the tip of a brush across his chest, missing his pants which were torn in multiple spots. He could see the fragments of the plane scattered up and down the runway, could feel the heat from what was left of the mangled cockpit. Jamie had been flying first class and heading home to Mecklenburg after a long weekend medical conference in Boston. He was the sole survivor of King Air flight sixty-two, twenty-seven.

Jamie was in shock.

He began to walk as the chemical smells of burning electronics, plastics and flesh hung on the wind. His hearing shut down, saving his mental wellbeing from the screams of his fellow passengers dying. It saved him from the sound of the planes moaning, the popping noises, the creaking, the gas-hissing sounds, and the large explosion down the runway near a firetruck, where a fireball was busy consuming the fireman.

“Man down, man down!” Rip screamed as he witnessed Captain Warren and another fireman become engulfed in a ball of fire as the fuselage exploded.

Something in the storage hold must have exploded in the searing heat, throwing debris and metal fragments through the air, ripping what was left of the body of the plane in half.

Rip looked up at the ladder, noticing Cora had been knocked down by the explosion but was moving. The water flowing from that ladder was their lifeline, and with Cora down, they would be exposed to the fire.

Regardless, Rip grabbed Clint and without a word, both men ran into the fire. They would do everything in their power to try and save their fellow firefighters.

Cora lay rocked, knocked off her feet, chest down, and she opened her eyes to firemen on fire, and other firemen—with total disregard for their own safety—running to their aid.

She pushed herself up and spun her five-inch nozzle, orienting it downward onto the blazing men. She knew their turnout gear could only withstand a few hundred degrees Fahrenheit—with a max of just under six hundred degrees—for only a few brief minutes.

Cora pushed herself to her knees, then back to a stable base. She took a deep breath and focused all of her attention on keeping her men below safe. She opened that five-inch nozzle full bore. The water was so violent, it not only put out the flames on her men, but also pushed them off of their feet and clear of the burning remains of the plane. Seeing her men were now a safe distance away, she refocused the water back on the fire.
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“Chopper 1 to dispatch,” radioed the pilot of the Mecklenburg PD’s aviation unit.

“Go ahead Chopper 1,” headquarters replied.

“Ma’am, we are over the crash; there are literally bodies everywhere. There is wreckage from the perimeter road outside of runway 300, and running all the way to the far field northwest of the main terminal. I can see all flights have been diverted to other locations, medic and fire personnel are everywhere.”

The pilot was cut off as a large part of the plane exploded on the ground below him.

Fuck me, the pilot thought as the shock wave rolled his bell 455 to the east.

“Headquarters, the plane just exploded, and we have several firefighters on the ground… they’re burning!”

The pilot was Craig Stackhouse, a veteran who had flown Apaches in the US Army before becoming a police pilot. He’d flown in multiple wars on countless missions, in third-world countries the average person could not find on a map.

Craig had nerves of steel and only cared about the people he supported.

“Headquarters, notify emergency personnel on the ground that they have firemen down and need help now,” Craig radioed, continuing to fly an orbit around the carnage.

“Chopper 1, medic has no one to send, and fire assets are depleted. Awaiting additional assistance from Blackhawk and Denver fire,” Dispatch radioed with frustrated horror in her voice. “I’m contacting Canopy fire as of now.”

“Copy. The firemen have been extinguished headquarters, but we can see at least two are motionless on the ground,” Craig replied. He turned his head toward his co-pilot Cole and with a simple look, they both agreed to the actions Craig was about to undertake.

“Headquarters, we’re landing. Go ahead and notify Mecklenburg Trauma Center that we will be en route shortly with at least two critically burned firemen,” Craig radioed as he began descending into the chaos.
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“Well fuck… You ok, Captain? Clint? You guys good?” Rip said as he got to his feet. His turnout gear was unbelievably hot, charred and smoking. He looked at his friends. They were motionless. Rip knew time was of the essence and began to formulate a plan to get his guys help.

Rip dropped to a knee next to Clint. He rolled him over, revealing his face. It was—absent of a facial outline—gone. He knew Clint’s chances of survival were slipping away. Rip’s hopes waned as despair crept in. He loved Clint.

Captain James began to stir on the ground as Rip sat holding Clint in his arms.

“Captain, you ok?” Rip asked as he held Clint’s jaw open to keep him breathing. “Captain, I’ll get to you as soon as I can,” he said with despair.

He knew that he was going to hold his friend in his arms until he died. And he knew that would be soon.

A violent wind picked up, gusting at the men as they sat on the ground. Rip used his body to shield Clint’s face, holding this position for a few moments until he heard a man screaming as a shadow figure walked toward him.

Craig maneuvered the chopper between debris and bodies.

“Headquarters, we’re on the ground.”

Cole jumped from the aircraft and made his way directly to the downed firemen.

“Sir, give him to me, we can get him out now,” he said to the firefighter holding his partner in his lap. The fireman turned to Cole; it was Rip, and Clint was lying in his lap.

Cole knew both of the men; they were all great friends, the three of them living in the same neighborhood and they’d raced motorcycles together for the past few years. Cole was looking at his friends, and knew death was waiting.

Cole’s face flushed with sadness and terror.

“Cole—” Rip yelled with tears in his voice.

Rip took his hands and cupped Clint’s ears, “He’s dying, go get the captain first.”

Those were hard words for Rip to say, but at that exact moment, they were the right words. He knew death was imminent and the least he could do was hold his friend until his pain ended.

Cole moved to Captain James.

“Captain, I’m getting you out,” he told him as he stripped his gear off of him.

When the tank was off, his jacket opened up, revealing burns across his chest.

“This is going to hurt, just suck it up,” Cole said as he rolled him onto his shoulders, hoisting him up and turning for the chopper.

Cole placed the captain in the back seat and went back for Clint.

The rotor drowned out the noise around them. They couldn’t hear the fire or the people screaming anymore. Just the sound of mechanically forced wind that they all loved and yearned for daily.

Craig gave Cole a nod as he shut the chopper’s door and ran back for the others. “Headquarters, we have one critical patient loaded, and working on more,” Craig radioed.

Cole ducked low to avoid the rotor blades. He was tall, but this was really just a force of habit.

He approached Rip and noticed he was holding Clint tight to his chest and rocking back and forth, mouthing something incoherent. Cole took a knee. “Rip, it’s time buddy. We won’t leave him here.” He smiled, paused and said, “Let’s take him home. I’ll grab his legs.”

Rip nodded and sat up to a knee, then stood with his arms under Clint’s, holding his upper body as Cole held onto his legs. The men moved to the chopper and loaded their friend’s body. Rip hugged Cole quickly and limped his broken self into the back seat, again holding Clint.

Cole retook his position in the left seat of the chopper. Craig looked at Cole and began speaking on his radio.

“Headquarters, we have three total patients, two critical; we are now lifting off and headed to Mecklenburg Trauma Center. Please tell them we are en route and to have trauma doctors standing by.”

The chopper lifted off and Cole began to break down. His face ached from the tears flowing down into his collar… His friends were in the back seat, and one was dead. He began to wonder how he would tell Clint’s family, and especially his little boys who so loved their daddy. How on earth would he tell them their daddy was gone?

Craig knew something was wrong with Cole but focused his attention on flying.

As he lifted off into the wind, he noticed something strange. A line of what seemed to be white balloons, stacked one on top of each other, were at least twenty feet above the trees to the northeast of the runway. It was obtuse. A damn vertical line of white balloons protruding from the National Forest. He looked at Cole with dismay and back to the forest. The balloons were now gone. Craig dismissed this, turned his chopper due east and headed as fast as he could to the Mecklenburg Trauma Center.


HOG’S HEAD COVE
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Varnum’s plan was to burn the red Buick near the airport. It wasn’t his car.

He’d just ‘borrowed it without permission.’ He knew of a great area that was always deserted, and the bonus was, there were no cameras there.

Jesus Christ, this plane crash is fucking up my plans, he thought. Varnum made a U-turn on Route 3, heading toward the Black River. He had dumped cars there before, so tonight’s mishap was causing him to pivot and change plans, but it shouldn’t be a problem.

Varnum flicked his Camel filter out the window. Then he exhaled the last bit of smoke, and turned the radio on.

“W.I.T.O 1100 a.m., DJ Howard here to bring you your latest news and weather. Breaking news, a passenger plane has crash landed at Mecklenburg Airport. All other flights have been canceled and or diverted. Please… Please, people, avoid this area and let emergency personnel do their jobs. On a side note, I’ll be taking a short leave of absence for personal reasons. Your new DJ, the Skywalker, will take good care of you while I’m gone. Until next time, my friends. It’s a beautiful sixty-degree night in Mecklenburg, with rain in the forecast, but more lightning than the wet stuff. Enjoy that impending storm.”

Varnum smirked and tuned the radio channels until some classic rock blared through the speakers. A little Poison was what his soul needed. He smiled, thinking about where he was headed, knowing it was past time to ditch the car. It had served its purpose. Plus, he didn’t feel like cleaning the brain and muck from the floorboard.

He drove down Route 3, crossing over the Black River—via the Walkers Bridge named after a local war hero—and continued to his final destination just off of Jacob’s Loop Road.

The Black River ran through Pikes Lake, known statewide for its record-sized walleye and monster musky that were reported to be too big to net. Pikes Lake had a yearly fishing tournament, and a local hotspot for those record walleyes was near Walkers Bridge.

There was a small service road the state maintained with gravel, and during the summertime, the center of the road would overgrow with knee-high grass and weeds.

This would obscure the road from the ‘looky-loo’s’ but Varnum knew the end of the road led to an unusually deep area of the lake. The walleye liked deep and colder water, but the town’s history was really what fed the fish in that part of the lake.

Varnum pulled a Camel from his pack, looking down at one left in the square, hard box; he took that one out as well. Placing one cigarette behind his ear and one in his mouth, Varnum lit that Camel and enjoyed the deep breath of pure addiction entering his lungs.

He hung his arm out the window as he drove down the gravel road known to the state as Jacob’s Loop Road. He went to toss the empty pack out of the window but the wind caught it and pushed the cellophane wrapped square cardboard box back into the rear seat.

“I miss this place… Hog’s Head Cove,” Varnum whispered to himself with a smile as he looked down on the lake below him. The bluffs overlooking the cove were high enough to keep kids from jumping for fun. But moreover, they were high enough that people who did jump would permanently end any problems they were having in life.

He knew the legend of this cove. The town’s first butcher shop was situated on the bluff at the end of Jacob’s Loop. There, they slaughtered cows and hogs, disposing of the waste products, but mostly the animal heads, over the cliff and into the cove.

Owners would back their trucks up to the edge of the bluff and dump the meaty mess into the naturally deep part of the lake, thus earning the name Hog’s Head Cove—and the locals knew the fishing was the best there for this very reason.

Varnum had used Hog’s Head Cove in the past, not a lot, but enough that he knew his way around the area, and it would produce minimal chances of getting caught. He typically did not use the bluffs, but rather he would use the end of the looped road.

It passed by a flatter portion of the cove, and that was usually the sweet spot he would dump cars, but his mind’s eye had a different vision on this night. So, he drove to the top of the bluff.

It was a silent night on the lake. No lights in sight and Varnum knew the town was busy dealing with the plane crash. He turned that red Buick around, facing it toward the bluff.

The engine was running as he dropped the convertible’s top down. He revved the engine and smiled. Through the windshield, there wasn’t much land to see between himself and the bluffs. His seatbelt was off, and he thought, I could end it now. All I’d have to do is hold the gas to the floor and drop the transmission into gear. That’s it. All over. Just ride this red beauty straight to hell.
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“Darren, throw me another beer,” Will said. He maneuvered his twenty-four-foot Sun Tracker bass buggy pontoon boat.

The two friends had been fishing for monster catfish under a dim red and black light.

“Catch,” Darren said as the cold, perspiring Bud Light was already in the night air. Will opened his hand to catch the incoming beer, but let it go into the lake as his attention was captivated by a bright red convertible impacting the water thirty yards off the starboard side. The impact rocked their boat, nearly capsizing it as Darren was thrown into the water.

Darren pushed himself to the surface of the lake, gasping for air.

He wiped the water from his eyes. It was jet black out—the water, the sky, all black, nothing but that inky pitch darkness all around. He was disoriented and couldn’t see the boat.

“Will! Will, are you ok?” Darren yelled as he used both his hands and feet to tread water. His clothing was becoming heavy—zapping his energy quicker than an ex-wife—as it absorbed the water like a sponge. He moved his arms back and forth and went under. Darren went under too, gasping for air. He took his shirt off, then kicked free his already untied work boots.

He popped back to the surface, gasping for more air. He was drunk and his endurance was waning. Darren had a decision to make. He was still disoriented, with zero ambient light to help him acquire either the boat, his friend Will, or his senses. He panicked.

Darren started to swim in the first direction he could, hoping it was toward the shore.

Later, Will woke up on the pontoon boat, to sounds of air rushing out of the red Buick as it sank in the blackness. It was a surreal moment as he said, “Damn fool must have drove off the fucking bluff, man. That’s a hell of a way to kill yourself.”

Will stopped talking as he realized Darren was no longer on the boat with him. He opened the storage area under the center seats, retrieving a spotlight. He turned the light on, shining it on the water where the car was sinking. The water was now green with a red tint as the Buick slowly sank.

Will was captivated at the moment, but then his mind turned back to wondering where Darren had got to. He turned the light toward the boat, verifying Darren was gone and then starting to scan the water surrounding them. Nothing.

“Darren, where the fuck are you, man?” he yelled out.

That was when he heard the sound—a scraping like nails on a chalk board. His stomach churned as he scanned the area with the spotlight, looking for the source of the eerie fingernail sound. The light illuminated the rocky cliffs, flat and tall like a jagged, rough-edged skyscraper.

He moved the light back and forth and located the source of the sound.

“Darren?” Will whimpered as he noticed a set of hands clawing at the bluff rocks.

The fingernails were stained red with vivid blood as the arms sank down into the water, flailing just momentarily and only the once, before vanishing into a watery grave. The suction created by the sinking Buick had sucked him under.

Darren’s last thought as he swallowed the lake was of a jet-black German Shepherd at home, with no one to take care of it. He thought of the dog whining and pawing, and eventually lying down to die if no one came to rescue it soon.
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Varnum stood on top of the bluff, snatched his last smoke from behind his ear, and with simple movements, torched it up, inhaling the sweet victory. It was a daily battle against his mind and heart trying to kill him. On this day, he had won. But one day, he would lose.

One day, he would get his last fix. His last kill. No more bodies to hide. No more people to dispose of, to make magically disappear like a street magician. One day, too, the need to do any of it would be over, and his pain would stop.

Varnum smoked that last smoke down to the filter, then flicked it off into the abyss, and walked off.


CDC DENVER
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Nurse Jackie walked back into the room, parting the makeshift plastic door and waving Doctor Evans out into the hallway. He stopped mid-sentence, realizing Jackie’s need for him was urgent.

“I’ll be right back,” he said as he walked out into the unknown.

Doctor Evans barely got his eyebrows raised as Jackie said, “She’s dead… they are still working her, but that hit to the head caused an epileptic seizure. Her brain was pushing through her skull, so I know she’s not going to make it.”

Doctor Evans took a moment and replied, “If and when Tom Porter wakes up, he will be in Denver and alone. The CDC will still take her. That poor guy is going to wake up to his wife on ice, and his blood infected with the worst disease in human history…if he wakes up, I mean.”

“I hope he never wakes up,” Jackie replied with a tear in her eyes. “He’d be better off.”

“Doctor Evans?” a CDC transport doctor interrupted. “We are here to transfer your patient.”

“Nice timing,” the doctor replied and held out his hand.

The man shook it, “Henry Lynch, CDC Denver.”

“Glad to see you. The patient’s name is Tom Porter,” Evans said as he handed Tom’s medical file to the man. “How can my team help you?” he asked.

“I greatly appreciate what you have done, sir. But our protocols require my team to do everything from this point forward. I’m under the impression the patient’s wife will also be going, and you have two other close proximity patients quarantined. Is this correct?”

Evans smiled and said, “This is true, but the patient’s wife died of unrelated causes. We have sealed the room off and effectively quarantined the other two, pending blood test results.”

“Sounds good, my team will take it from here. Just direct them the best you can,” replied Lynch as he radioed his men to come inside.

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention—CDC—had sent a ten-person prep and transport team. A helicopter was standing by on top of the hospital, ready to take Tom Porter down the mountain. It would be a faster and safer trip than taking an ambulance down the winding roads into Denver.

But the majority of the prep team would return to Denver in the van in which they’d arrived. The team donned their Tyvek suits and respirators; they knew the risk but accepted it on a daily basis. This team was seasoned and had been working together for the past few years. Together, they had all deployed to the 2017 and 2018 Ebola outbreak in the Congo, had responded all over the globe for Aids relief, a smallpox outbreak in Somalia, and a Hepatitis A outbreak in 2015 that spread across the US.

They were the most proficient team in the world, with a record to prove it.

The newest member, Stuart Duncan, was the exception, and would only be on his second deployment. Stew—as his friends called him—was a burly man with a high IQ, but had a nasty habit of chewing Beechnut leaf tobacco, such an odd penchant for a scientist.

On his first deployment during the Ebola outbreak of 2018, Stuart was in charge of dinner and when supplies ran low, he would concoct a stew made up of leftovers to keep the team from starving until resupplies arrived.

This earned him his name, and it stuck, just like the food he cooked stuck to their bones.

The team was briefed on the changes. They would now be transporting Tom Porter by air and his wife in a body bag by ground.

Stew was wearing a t-shirt and shorts under his Tyvek suit. He was prone to overheating, slightly claustrophobic—info which he kept a close secret—and hated the suit. To balance himself out, he would wait till the last minute to cover his head with the hood and don his mask. This would keep fresh air moving over Stew’s head, allowing him to stay as calm as he could ever be.

On this day, the men were split into two teams of five. One team would be responsible for Tom Porter, and they were known as Zero. The other team would be responsible for Kate Porter’s body; they were known as Support.

The ten team members stood on the ground floor in front of a bank of service elevators. Both call buttons were lit and simultaneously extinguished as a bell rang out, indicating the elevator’s arrival as the doors opened up. Support team stepped into an elevator and the artificial voice said, going down as a team member jabbed the basement button. They were headed to the morgue.

At the same time, Stew stepped into the other elevator with his team, pushing the button for the fifth floor. An artificial voice said, going up and Zero team began their journey to go get Tom Porter.

Tom was sweating profusely as he lay in bed, tossing and turning outwardly, while inwardly dreaming of being in a toilet.

In his small bathroom back home, the door was shut and Tom’s stomach was killing him. The pain was worse than any food poisoning, and he wasn’t sure if he was about to vomit or blow it out in his pants. Tom dropped to his knees to puke but the bile never came.

He felt horrible. Tom placed his hands on either side of the toilet seat; that was when he heard it, a weird noise in the pipes. It was traveling through the wall and bubbling up from the water below his face. Voices, but more so, children’s voices… They were in the air bubbles.

Children were laughing within every gurgling bubble that broke the surface.

Tom didn’t understand. Just simple childish laughter.

The young voices seemed to be getting louder and louder as they playfully giggled faster and faste as the water churned and the pipes creaked.

Tom began to retch. His stomach was convulsing, and he felt the alien substance finally crawling up his throat. He retched, again and again. His throat was expanding, and he could no longer breathe, gasping and choking, coughing up his innards, trying to vomit.

Tom’s eyes bulged with bursting blood vessels.

Then it crawled out. One black hairy leg at a time.

A spider, black as night, edged out from Tom’s throat.

Tom woke up, startled awake as though a firecracker had exploded nearby. He opened his eyes and noticed a spaceman looking at him. WTF, he thought. Where the fuck am I? What the fuck is happening? He thought he must be disoriented and seeing things that weren’t there.

He blinked, blinked again, clearing his vision. His eyes moved as usual, but when he tried to shift, the rest of him didn’t. Somehow, he seemed to be stuck fast like a fly in a web. And worse, his hands were strapped to the bed. Tom was cocooned in what he perceived to be a bubble. He looked around—and he was moving.

There were multiple people pushing Tom Porter’s bed, people all dressed in white Tyvek suits and each one of them wore some kind of self-contained breathing apparatus.

They were sealed off from the world, just like Tom was.

Tom heard a door open and these people pushed him outside, into the sunlight.

The wind was violently whipping around, pushing Tom’s bed with force. The sun relentlessly shined in his face, blinding him from the people.

Am I being taken? What kind of spaceship is this? What the fuck is happening?

The ramp doors closed with a hollow echo, and the engines to the US Army Ch-47 Chinook helicopter roared to life. The bird shimmied and shook, quickly taking flight.
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“I hate dead bodies,” Yvette said. A salty member of the CDC prep and transport team, she was a genius as an epidemiologist, but no matter how many times she’d seen dead people, it still bothered her. It was just something she was never able to get used to.

“Yeah, yeah. I know. You go sign the forms, and we will put her in the bag,” Brady said. He knew Yvette hated bodies, so made sure to expose her to them every chance he got.

He was sadistic and nothing fazed him.

The bloodier, the better was his motto. Brady was a hematologist, and there was a good reason he’d never married because he couldn’t hold a relationship longer than a week.

Never. Not once in his life. So, he buried himself in his work.

The morgue director opened up the freezer, and pulled out the table holding Kate Porter.

“Typically, we would have done an autopsy on her, but due to the totality of the circumstances, I’ll just release the body to the government—that’s you guys—then file my paperwork,” he said.

Yvette signed the papers and stepped back.

“Thank you for your time sir. Please be safe, and enjoy your day,” she said.

Kate was in an airtight biohazard transport bubble. The hospital protocol was to place the infected bodies inside of these clear bubbles, fill them with a nitrogen and oxygen mix, then seal them off to the outside world. The CDC team would then transport.

Brady pulled out his black body bag—which had numerous handles and would allow an easier transport of the body. With the help of his team, he began the task of delicately placing the infected into the bag. After a few minutes, Kate was zipped up and ready to move.

The support team quickly and carefully moved Kate Porter down the hallway onto the elevator, and out to the awaiting van at the loading dock.
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Stew pushed his talk button attached to his chest. It was a part of the radio system allowing communication between a transporting doctor and the patient. Inside the transport bubble, Tom could hear a voice transmitting over a small black speaker. “Tom, my name is Stuart Duncan. My friends call me Stew—like beef stew, only better,” he said with jest in his voice. “I know you’re scared, but we are going to take care of you. You probably have no clue as to what’s going on. Do you?”

Tom lay on his back, hands strapped to the bed, with tears welling up in his eyes. “Are you going to kill me?” he asked.

“No Tom, we are going to take care of you. This I swear. You are very sick,” Stew said.

“Sick?”

“Yes. Tom, you have had a rough few days.” Stew started.

“Please, I just want to go home. Where’s Kate?” Tom pleaded.

“Calm down, Tom, let me explain. Just give me two minutes to explain what’s happening to you and I’ll be able to answer all of your questions. Sound fair?” Stew said. Tom didn’t answer. He just lay motionless there, staring through his tears.

“Tom you have many injuries which are all survivable, but during surgery, Doctor Evans discovered that you have a bacterial disease. The problem with what you have is that the doctors feel it has mutated and split into a viral form.” Stew said. “Are you following me so far?”

“So, what do I have?” Tom asked softly.

“Tom, you have a new form of the bubonic plague,” Stew answered.

Tom showed no emotional response and asked, “Where’s my wife? Please, where is she?”

Stew turned his head, looking over at other team members, hoping for at least a little guidance, but none was to be given.

The air was stale with nothing at all as if Stew and Tom were the only people around.

“Tom, you are on-board a US Army helicopter and we are flying to a special facility down the mountain in Denver. You are going to get the best treatment in the world. We have a place with disease specialists that will cure you. Just relax and try and enjoy the ride.”

“My wife? Where is she?” Tom asked again. Now, he was becoming agitated.

Without hesitation, Stew said, “She’s being driven down the mountain, and will meet you in Denver.”

Tom smiled and his body finally relaxed.
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“It’s all good, I’m on the roof taking a smoke break. I know… I know… I will quit. I said I would and I will, but in my own time. Will you just stop nagging me?” a nurse said while chatting with his wife on his cellphone. He was standing on top of the Ernest E. Moore trauma center located in Denver. The hospital’s motto was, The hospital of the future is always open.

This place was his hidden spot to catch a smoke break. The nurse ended the call, thinking what a nagging bitch his wife was as he noticed a thick fog come rolling in from the distance. Then he heard it. The explosion.

The nurse looked into the fog, spotting what he would later describe to the police as, “A fiery ball that looked like a helicopter falling to the ground, right near the high-tension power lines”. It was the Chinook, making an unconventional landing.

The Chinook pitched and yawed uncontrollably as the pilot tried to gain control.

“We struck lines!” was all that came out of his mouth.

Stew and his team from the CDC were thrown about the cabin and stacked on top of each other, Stew becoming pinned against the starboard side of the aircraft, Tom and his transport bio-bubble crammed against him. The weight was unsustainable. It was crushing Stew as he fought to breathe. His eyes were swelling in his head as the weight forced his left eye to shoot out through his mask when the aircraft impacted the ground.


JOE’S STORY
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McKinney sat at his desk, drinking a tall can of green Monster energy drink. He had been busy the last few nights.

I fucking miss Joe, he thought to himself as the cold liquid ran down his throat. Joe’s death was weighing heavy on his mind, at times causing him to hyperventilate. McKinney knew it was time to sit down and write that letter he promised he’d write. He needed to explain why Joe had gone and done what he did. Why he’d killed himself.

McKinney stood up and walked out the front door of the police station, heading next door to Bob’s Barber Shop. He was too emotionally attached and needed to calm down.

Bobby had always been a kind ear, and he was not one to judge. He enjoyed a good story like any other barber, and it lightened his day as he cut and washed and shaved the hair of all his clients. It didn’t even matter if the tales were true or fabricated; a good tale was just that.

And even better, everyone knew Bobby left the stories at the shop and spread no tittle tattle, not to anyone. The barber shop was usually a one-on-one experience too, typically private.

Bobby, though, was a bit of a strange bird, fat and sloppy, but blessed with a priest’s ear. He had owned and operated Bob’s Barber Shop for nearly twenty years after it’d started out near the airport before the airport was even designed and built. But once the government started buying up all the land, he’d been forced to sell and so he’d moved the shop to where it sat now. This was a short walk from the police station on Central Avenue, not far off of Route 3.

“Bobby, do you have time for a cut and a shave?” McKinney asked as he walked in. Bobby was sitting in his barber chair clutching onto the Mecklenburg Times, reading about a Buick being fished from the Black River. He lowered the newspaper, rolling his toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other.

“Just a little physical maintenance or do you need to unload?” he replied.

“Both, my man,” McKinney said with a sad soul. “Definitely both. So, can you fit me in?”

Bobby looked over at the only other person in the shop.

“Keith, why don’t you take a break? As a matter of fact, it’s lunchtime, so take a long one.” Keith nodded and left.

“Appreciate it,” McKinney said as the man walked out past him.

“Have a seat, my friend. Let’s get started,” Bobby said with a smile.

McKinney removed his hat and took a seat as Bobby draped an apron around him, clipping it securely around his neck.
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Charlotte sat at Kent Prather’s kitchen table. Diane was eating a bowl of cereal, smiling, without a care in the world.

“Mommy, can we get me some new clothes today?” Diane asked.

In between bites of Captain Crunch, she chattered.

“That’s on Mommy’s list, baby. We sure will,” Charlotte said with a grin.

Charlotte had been in the parallel world so long; another family had moved into her house. Literally, when Charlotte and Diane swam up from hell, they’d returned home to nothing.

The world had not stood still while they were gone, nor had it cared where they’d been. The people continued to live, and now Charlotte and her daughter Diane were starting over.

It was a small price to pay, to be rid of that parallel world of hell. They had fought and won, but the price they’d had to pay for the win was dear.

Kent walked in and lightly kissed Charlotte’s lips as Bran’s ears perked up and he whined. “Easy Bran, I’m not going to hurt her… Jeez,” Kent said as he wrapped his arms around Charlotte.

“It’s ok, boy,” Charlotte said.

Bran dropped his head and went back to his nap as he lay next to Charlotte. He was extremely loyal to her.

“You going to the PD today?” Kent asked.

“In a while. I want to get her some clothes and grab us all some groceries,” she said.

“Look, no strings attached. But you and Diane can stay here as long as you want. I was lucky my dad kept the house up while I was gone. I know your place is—well it’s not your place anymore—and I’m sorry we came home to nothing being the same. But we can start a new era. One day at a time. How’s that sound?”

“Kent… Let’s just start a new book. No pressure. At least we are alive, back ‘home’ and I have my daughter. Everything else is just material and can be replaced,” Charlotte said as she held his hand, “and I have you now…”

Kent smiled and gave her another hug.

He held her tight, and outside of the kitchen window he thought he saw a man standing in the wood-line. Kent closed his eyes, shook his head and looked again.

Nothing. No one was there.
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“When I was a little boy, my father used to take me fishing. We would go to this one particular pond; he knew it would yield the biggest sunfish around. My father knew the bigger the fish, the better my smile would be. He knew my tiny body would fight hard to reel my Zebco 33, and the reward for the both of us was the story itself.” Bobby said as he combed McKinney’s hair.

“Let’s go fishing, my friend. I know of a great spot.”

McKinney smiled, lifting his chin. He instantly knew why he had confided in Bobby for so many years. His mind's black box was overflowing with the guilt of what his heart had experienced, and he knew Bobby's ear and kind words could set it all straight.

“Let it out,” Bobby said with kindness.

“Bobby, I’ve been coming here for your ear and ideas more so than your shave and haircuts. But you may not even know what to say this time.”

“Give it a try, my friend. We will walk it together,” Bobby said as he started to trim McKinney’s hair.

McKinney took a breath, held back his fear, his sadness, his pain—and began.

“Bobby, you remember Joe Hodges, my old partner, don’t you?”

“I sure do, he was your partner for years. A great cop, from what I remember,” he replied. “He used to come in and get a shave from time to time. Bald as a cue tip.”

“That he was,” McKinney replied, knowing Bobby had said that to make him smile. He wanted to smile but it was barely working.

“When he killed himself, that was just the beginning of the story. The story I never told you was the painful part leading to his suicide. He was in so much pain, and I just didn’t see it until it was too late,” he said as a tear rolled down his cheek.

“Lean back and breathe, my friend,” Bobby said as he laid a hot washcloth on McKinney’s face. The warmth would open up his pores for a better shave, but the by-product would allow McKinney to cry without Bobby bearing witness.

“When you kill yourself, you don’t kill your pain. You transfer that pain to your loved ones and friends. What Joe did hurt me, but what he left me with is gut-wrenchingly hard, and it is the story I have to tell you,” McKinney said.

Bobby replaced the hand towel with a fresh one. “I’m all ears my friend,” he said softly.

“I told you he drowned himself in Darby’s pond. There was one witness, a young boy. He had been playing baseball when he saw Joe standing in a rowboat. He was in the center of the pond when he threw a cinder block in the water. One end of the rope was tied to the block, while the other end was tied around Joe’s neck. The kid witnessed Joe get pulled under the water. He never came up, nor was his body ever found.”

“Yeah, I remember that day, I’m sorry he did that my friend,” Bobby said softly.

“Me too Bobby. But it’s the—why he did it—that’s the story that’s killing me. Joe was a quiet guy who wore his feeling on his sleeve and loved his family. He loved his wife, Susan. He loved her more than anything. They were just planning on a family, but then his wife—well, she got sick.”

“I never even knew he was married,” Bobby replied while mixing fresh shaving cream.

“Joe was a very private man. Especially when Susan got taken ill.”

Bobby spread a thick slathering of shaving cream over McKinney’s face and neck.

“Keep talking to me, I haven’t cut a man in at least a year,” Bobby said with a smile.

“We were at work one day. This real crazy case—a murder suicide where farmer Andrew Maas had snapped and killed his wife. When patrol arrived on scene, he was pushing her body into his John Deere corn harvester. Like farmers do, the guy shot himself before they could take him into custody. We found parts of her body in the header, feeder house, thresher and separator. It was a fucking mess.”

“I remember you telling me a little bit about that case,” Bobby replied as he honed his straight razor on his leather strap.

“Crime scene was taking pictures of the mess when Joe got the first phone call. His brother called him, saying his wife, Susan, was at the Mecklenburg Trauma Center; she was unresponsive and they were doing CPR on her. We typically don’t answer our personal cellphones while working a scene but his brother had called several times, so he stepped away and took the call.

“Anyway, I saw Joe on the phone, his face turned white, and then he took off running for his car. He turned his blue lights and siren on as he backed up, hitting the farmer’s truck. He drove out of the farm like a scalded dog. I knew something bad had happened but I wouldn’t know how bad for hours. I yelled to Joe as he left, you know?

“Asked him what the hell was going on, but he never replied. Joe just ran. I looked at everyone else on scene, collected myself and did my job. A few hours later, I left and was able to find Joe at the hospital. I walked into the ER, not knowing an ounce of what was happening.”

He paused for a second, “of course, I was stopped by security and they escorted me to a private waiting room filled with cops. Most knew what had happened, but none was aware how bad it was. And no one was talking; the silence was deafening. That room had paintings that are forever etched in my memory. One was of an old house in the woods with a beautiful evening moon in the background. The other one was a black Labrador retriever holding a limp mallard in his mouth. I’m not sure if both pictures reminded me of death because of the theme, or because deep down, death was on my mind and in the air. So, I held my cup of coffee standing in that eerie white waiting room, and after a short time, a doctor came in along with Joe,” clearing his thought McKinney continued.

“I moved over to Joe and he began to hug me like it was the last time he’d ever get to see me. He buried his face into my shoulder, crying. I held Joe tight.”

McKinney stopped and took a few deep breaths.

His tears drained out onto the barber shop floor.

“Doing great, boss, take your time.” Bobby skillfully shaved McKinney’s face.

“Yeah, so, I held him tight. I just knew someone had died; I just didn’t know who. My gut told me it was Joe’s wife, Susan. I didn’t dare open my mouth, just held my friend tight. Then the doctor asked us all to have a seat. We did. On behalf of Joe, the doctor explained that Susan had experienced a seizure and her heart had stopped. That emergency personnel were able to get her breathing again, but only to reveal that her seizure had been caused by a brain tumor.

We were silent—I mean, what can you say at a time like that? There was no air in the room, but the temperature was noticeably rising. I had sweat running down my back.

This was the good news. But from there, it went downhill.

The brain tumor, while possibly fatal, carried a percentage of survival. But while they were running tests on Susan, the doctors found out she also had a rare and almost always fatal blood disease known as paroxysmal nocturnal hemoglobinuria (PNH) on top of the tumor.

Well, the FDA had only just approved a field study for PNH just a few days prior. The doctor said that much like bone marrow, the experimental study would use certain rare blood types to transfuse the infected patient in an effort to cure the disease. This gave us hope, and with hope, anything could be conquered, right?

So, for the next week, every cop from Denver to Mecklenburg gave blood and was added to the list. And when Joe gave his blood sample, doctors noticed a unique marker within his blood, so unique that they performed subsequent tests on Joe. This revealed he not only had a unique blood marker, but also a unique DNA.”

Bobby’s eyes widened, “did you say unique DNA? That’s crazy! Like what—alien DNA or something? How’s his DNA unique?” Bobby asked as he cleaned McKinney’s face after the shave, wiping him down with a fresh hot towel.

“Joe tried to explain it to me. He was scared of it, but tried real hard to make me understand. The doctors had said his DNA would more than likely extend his life way past the normal life expectancy. Joe explained that the human genome was made up of forty-six molecules of twenty-four distinct types and twenty-three total pairs of chromosomes.

He told me that Down’s Syndrome was caused by an extra full or partial copy of chromosome 21. Joe had all twenty-three pairs as any normal human, but also had a twenty-fourth pair. Are you with me so far? I told you it was a long story…bit complicated, I know.”

“Wait, what?” Bobby asked.

“I know it’s crazy. But the doctors didn’t have any answers for Joe, whether it was pertaining to his condition, or his wife’s. All we knew was Susan was on life support and everyone was feverishly donating plasma to help find the cure.

A few days went by and the doctors told Joe they wanted to use three different blood types from the people who donated. He agreed. But this was where the recently approved FDA experimental study came into play. The doctors would transfuse each type of blood—which were not Susan’s blood type—while pushing a specific dosage of a new drug into her through an IV port. They did this three times. One with each blood type. Unfortunately, Susan saw no improvements.”

Bobby snipped the hair around McKinney’s ear, drawing blood.

“Damn it, I’m sorry, I haven’t cut anyone in forever. Please continue the story,” Bobby said, compressing a warm rag against the cut.

“Fuck, Bobby, you’ve never cut me!” He smirked. “I remember when you cut that poor guy’s throat. He wanted me to lock you up. Took me a while to calm him down. Anyways, the trials weren’t working and Susan was dying, so they decided to use Joe’s blood.”

“Holy shit,” Bobby said. He had stopped working and was leaning forward, intently awaiting the rest of the story.

“Joe’s special blood. So, they took Joe’s blood, set his wife up with the infusion and the IV’s to push the drug. Oh, and no one knew what the drug was. They then started the trial for a fourth time…” McKinney said, pausing.

“And? Spill it…” Bobby said.

“She died two days later. Susan died, and Joe went off the deep end, like Michael Douglas in that mid-90’s movie Falling Down. Joe spiraled out of control.”

“He was so love stricken, he killed himself,” Bobby said.

“Well, yes and no. That’s where the rest of the story comes into play,” McKinney said. “See, Joe could handle himself on the street. He’d be one of the first people you’d call when the proverbial shit hit the fan… you know, like if a man with a gun was randomly killing people in a store, Joe would have no issues putting that bad man down. Or, if you got in a fight, you would want Joe right by your side. But his heart was rare, and the burden of having such a unique and loving spirit was painful. He carried a lot of pain with him. He not only carried his own pain, but also the pain of others.”

“I’ve lived a long life here in Mecklenburg, McKinney. I’ve seen death and things that I would soon rather forget. But I’ve never once thought about checking out on my own terms,” Bobby said as a tear rolled down his face.

“Me neither, man, but he wasn’t the same Detective Joe Hodges I had been partnered up with for the last few years. He was a totally different man. Joe took off a couple weeks from work after Susan died. I helped him with the funeral, and he took care of her affairs.

“At the time, I didn’t know what else he was doing or planning. When I found out, I had no other choice, but to call Harbor House Psychiatric and get him some help.”

“No… You didn’t! That place is horrible, and you know it, McKinney,” Bobby replied.

“Yeah. I know but it was really a last-ditch effort. Let me explain,” he said.

“During the last few months of Joe’s life, I kept him in sight as much as I could; but damn—you can’t watch someone every second of the day. You just can’t be there, not with all the will in the world. I loved him like a brother and was hurting for him, but my pain was nothing compared to his. Darby’s Pond was not the first time he’d tried to kill himself either. The first time Joe tried to end it was in a closet at his own damn house.

“When I found him, he’d hung himself. He had nailed a ten-penny nail into the wall, tied a shoelace off of it, wrapped the string around his neck and simply leaned forward until he passed out. When I found him, he came to quick; so I figured he’d just done it, even though Joe said he’d been unconscious for hours. And even that wasn’t the only other time.

“The second time, he jumped off of the West Avenue Bridge into the Black River. A fisherman found him lying on the sandy shoreline a mile downstream near Doll Island.”

“That old wooden bridge?” Bobby asked.

“That’s the one,” McKinney continued. “The third time, Joe showed up to my house with gunpowder and flash burns to his face. He’d tried to shoot himself but, strangely, the pistol malfunctioned with a squib load, blowing the round out the side of the barrel. The old Colt .45 looked like a bomb had blown it apart. He didn’t even lose his hearing in the incident.”

“I can’t believe you never told me any of this, man,” Bobby said with an annoyed tone.

“I know, man, but I’m telling you now. Because I need help. I’m hurting so bad, and I can’t make sense of it.”

“How many times did he try?”

“Total, I don’t really know. I just know about those three, then the final one in Darby’s Pond. But after that incident with the pistol blowing up in his face, I had to do something. I thought about a psych place down in Denver and was looking into inpatient help at Mecklenburg Trauma Center, but in the end, I had to have the quickest solution.”

“Harbor House,” Bobby said.

“Yeah, Harbor House… In that moment, it was the best answer for Joe,” McKinney said, staring at himself in the mirror on the wall in front of his seat. “That same day he tried to shoot himself, they took him in without question.”

“Look, life’s simple. It’s a series of climbing mountains and falling down them. You scale one side, you tumble down the other. You’re down on the ground and pick yourself up.

“It’s just how it goes. There’s never a flat spot. You’re either climbing or falling, either on top of the world or in the depths of hell. Now, we all get faced with some shit in life—none of us escapes it—but some people just aren’t good at picking themselves up.

It’s like—and you’ll maybe think this is a bad analogy—but why do some people choose to jump out of airplanes with parachutes, or swim oceans, or cross the Antarctic just for fun, while others barely dare go outside in a snowstorm in case they slip and break their necks?

That’s because some of us like a challenge, and some of us just feel the world’s always against us. So, what I mean is, some will only do things when it’s easy to do, and some fall down one too many mountains and just choose to never get up again.

They don’t think it’s worth it, see, McKinney? They think life’s a fucking sick joke some bastard’s playing on them. It’s not worth the hassle and the suffering, over and over. But that’s just them, McKinney. That’s just their way. They checked out. It’s their choice. Their doing.

Some mentally check out and never come home. Others dig their own graves and lie in them. But regardless of reason or circumstances, we all create our own fate. God gave us the free will to make choices for ourselves, but each and every decision has a consequence. Some are good and some bad, but it’s the weight we bear when our choice has been made.

Now, that choice was Joe’s. There wasn’t a thing you could’ve done about it.”

Bobby gently trimmed McKinney’s neck.

“This is why I come to you, my friend. It’s not for the haircut—even though the shave is always the smoothest—it’s for the purging of my soul. When the black box in my head is creaking open with an abundance of pain and regret, I need to purge the contents. You’ve always been a good friend…” McKinney said, breathing easy.

A sigh crept out as he felt a huge weight lift off of his chest.

“You love my haircuts… but you’re welcome,” he said.

“That brings us to my last question, Bobby.”

Bobby looked at McKinney in the mirror.

He could tell a significant change had occurred in his friend from the time he’d walked in, until now. It was a change for the better and Bobby smiled. But there was still something left.

“What’s the question, McKinney?” Bobby asked.

“Well shit. Like most cops, our family life is tumultuous at times and Joe was not exempt from it. All that, just so I can explain this. While Joe was married and had no kids, he did have a small family down in Denver. His mother and much younger sister. I have to find them. He’s estranged from both of them. His mother hasn’t talked to him in years, and his sister is on and off like a faucet. I have to tell them Joe’s dead.”

“O.K. so what’s the issue? I’m sure you’ve made plenty of next of kin notifications over the years. I know it will be hard because you’re emotionally invested, but something else is bothering you. What is it?” Bobby asked.

“It’s the note he left,” McKinney said. “I can’t get it out of my head. It was short, simple, but fuck, I can’t get it out of my head!”

“What did it say?” Bobby asked, his brow raised.

“He has to die…” McKinney said as his voice cracked.

The men were quiet for a few moments, mulling over what was just said. The air in the shop was stale and felt cold, like walking through a ghost.

“It’s the note,” Bobby said. “While I’m sure you have some anxiety about notifying Joe’s estranged family, your real dark issue is that note, struggling to understand it. Am I right?”

McKinney sat in Bobby’s chair, quivering and crying like a very small child experiencing Halloween for the first time. He was scared. He wanted to answer Bobby, but he couldn’t.

“It’s the note and the fact you put him in Harbor House, isn’t it? You’re blaming yourself for his suicide because it was you who committed him.”

McKinney nodded his head in agreement.

He tried to talk but couldn’t. He began to breathe deeply and exhale for long periods. This was calming, so he could talk again.

“The note was in his room at Harbor House. He wasn’t in the maximum-security section, but was under suicide watch. Yet, somehow, just walked out. Joe wrote, He has to die...

“What the fuck does that mean? Was he referring to himself? Someone else? Did he go kill that someone else, then kill himself at Darby’s Pond? Who was the he in that damn note? I should’ve never committed him there. Should’ve taken him down to Denver,” McKinney said.

“Peaks and valleys, McKinney. None of this is your fault. Joe was done climbing the peaks. He chose his end, unfortunately, the consequence of his decision transferred his pain to you.

“This is precisely why some people say suicide is selfish. They take their lives so they’re free of their own pain and, in doing so, go and push all that shit onto people like you,” Bobby said. “Go find his family, close that gap, and let your wounds heal, my friend. You cannot take the responsibility onto yourself for the bad decisions another man made.”

McKinney knew his friend was right.

And, just as with all of the issues he brought to Bobby’s attention, he would take his advice graciously.


THE CALL
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“Thanks for the shave. The trim’s ok too,” McKinney said, poking fun at Bobby as he wiped his eyes.

“I’ll see you soon, my friend,” Bobby replied as McKinney’s cellphone started to ring.

“Hello,” McKinney answered as he pulled cash out to pay. “I see, I’m on my way.”

Bobby smiled, gave his friend a hug and motioned him to leave. Bobby knew his buddy was needed somewhere else. McKinney’s work was never done.

McKinney dropped an extra few bucks in the tip jar on his way out the door.

“Later, Bobby…”
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“McKinney, head to Canopy. A medical helicopter has crashed down the mountain and all surrounding agencies are assisting,” Captain Sanders said. McKinney hated his captain and couldn’t wait for him to retire or get promoted away from him.

He overworked his men for selfish reasons.

“I’m leaving the barber now. Headquarters already called, sir. Someone on the ground has asked for me. Do you know anything else?” McKinney said with angst.

“I know, I ask a lot of you, but you’re the best I have. I’m sorry that I constantly lean on you McKinney,” Sanders said.

McKinney was taken aback at his comment.

His captain had never been in the least bit remorseful in the past, nor had he ever apologized to him. He wondered, is it the fact that Sanders’ wife is having issues, or has he really turned over a new leaf?

“It’s O.K. sir. I’m headed that way. I was hoping to see Charlotte if she came in today, but it’s ok. If you see her, please tell her I will be back,” he said.

“The feds are crawling all over the north end satellite station. They are using it as a staging area for the shit they are doing at the mine, so I don’t expect her in. But if I can find her, I’ll get her to take over the Burns case,” Sanders explained.

McKinney hung up his phone and started driving.

He had worked all types of crime scenes, natural disasters and man-made ones. But never anything involving an aircraft. Usually, the NTSB handled that.

He stroked his chin, wondering, why’d they ask for me?

She won’t survive the week, McKinney, none of the donors have worked. They have her brain tumor stabilized, but fuck if I care about that; it’s her blood that’s killing her. What do I do? What the fuck do I do!? The doctors think, I may be the answer. Fuck, I’d slit my own wrist and make her feast on my blood if that will save her.

McKinney’s brain was bouncing back and forth with memories of Joe.

What did that mean, he thought? He has to die…

“He has to die…” McKinney said aloud. “Joe, let me know. What did you mean? Send me a sign of some sort.”
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“W.I.T.O 1100 am radio, where Mecklenburg’s news comes first. This is your best and brightest, most dominant and most hated DJ Howard. Ladies and gentlemen, we have breaking news… A military helicopter has crashed… correction, a medical helicopter has crashed near Canopy, Colorado. Between Route 3 and U.S. 6, on the dark side of the mountain. Please avoid this area, and if you can’t, be patient with traffic and give your front-line heroes room to work. Folks, move your cars away from the blue and red lights. Be courteous and safe…

“Stand by just one…

“Folks, I just got word we’ll be switching to Chopper 9 as it’s live above the crash site,” the DJ said.

“Howard, can you hear me, sir?” a report from Chopper 9 asked.

“We hear you, Brad, loud and clear. What are you guys seeing down there in Canopy?

“It’s catastrophic, Howard. Wreckage is spread out across the Box Pass, where U.S. 6 traverses the mountain. The east side of the passage has high tension power lines that appear to be damaged. Front-line workers are working to put out the fire, and it appears—stand by—wait just one, Howard. Yes, I have confirmed there are multiple fatalities, but they believe there are still survivors. I’m being told that on the eastern side of Box Pass, there’s a rescue attempt under way.” Brad said, also instructing his pilot to fly closer to the cliffs near the pass’s eastern part.

Chopper 9 moved around and set up an orbit high above the firemen below.

“Howard, we’re now on location with that rescue attempt. We are trying to fly at an altitude high enough to keep the victims and rescuers safe, while also relaying to our listeners what’s happening,” Brad reported.

“Brad, we’re getting a request from the fire department to light up the wreckage with our search light,” Chopper 9’s pilot said.

“Do it. Give those men light,” Brad replied with a smirk.

He knew when they illuminated the crash, he could report with grotesque and macabre details. For the media, death always sold; tonight’s incident would win him an anchor slot for sure. He was not only the only reporter on scene. Brad was being simulcast over every local news channel, national news network and radio station around.

The search light burned bright, lighting the area as if it were the sun.

“Dear God, that’s perfect. Orbit and leave that light right there, baby,” Brad said.

The pilot gave a nod as he was talking to the local PD now.

“Howard, we are watching a live rescue attempt. It appears a fireman is using a rope to repel down the massive cliffs of Box Pass. He is slowly descending the rock face, probably over ten to twelve stories above the crash site. He’s… oh my God, folks… holy shit, the fireman just fell. His line must’ve snapped and he’s gone crashing all the way to the bottom.

“There’s no way he could have survived that… stand by… we’re getting information. Right, I have a correction; it appears that was not a fireman, it was indeed a member of a local search and rescue team. We are being told it was their team leader Derek Dutton.”

Brad smiled at the camera as he continued as if the news was nothing.

“Dick, you can’t use his name on air, we are live. What about his family?” the cameraman said.

Brad just shrugged. He was a reporter without morals or any sense of humanity.

He slept just fine at night, no matter how many lives he destroyed in the process. He just used their souls as a blanket of warmth to sleep under.

“We’ve lost the feed with Chopper 9,” DJ Howard said. “As soon as we can get it back, we will go live again. Until then… the weather is a balmy sixty-two degrees. Stand by for some craziness from National Public Radio (NPR). I’m DJ Howard, thanks for listening.”

McKinney’s radio transmitted as he pulled up to the crash site in Canopy.

“Look at that mess…” McKinney said as he got out of his car.

I’ve never seen a chopper split in half like that, he thought as he walked past the massive firetrucks and police cruisers parked along the side of the road.

Fire hoses were laid out and primed, fat with pressurized water.

The firemen had the fires under control and were carrying full body bags to a casualty collect point. Medical personnel were working on a man strapped to a back board, about to be loaded into a running ambulance.

“How’s his condition?” McKinney asked, fearing the obvious.

The paramedic didn’t answer. Instead, she shook her head with a sad face, wrapped her stethoscope around her neck and jumped inside the back with the victim.

A few moments later, the ambulance pulled off with lights and sirens blaring.

“McKinney, Detective McKinney,” a voice yelled in the distance.

From the shadows walked a man, like a ghost out of a closet. He shocked McKinney.

The man was an old work colleague that time had forgotten, along with his name. Regardless, McKinney was happy to see the man, recognizing his face as an old friend.

“McKinney, damn I’m glad you’re here,” the man said, shaking his hand. “Nathan Wing… It’s been years and I know you’re horrible with names unless it involves a case!”

He set off laughing.

“Damn… Nathan! The last time I saw you, you were headed for the DEA. Where are you now?”

“Damn great to see you, old man. I did go over to the DEA for a little while. I went back to school and knocked out some medical stuff, and then somehow fell into a roll with the CDC.”

“Well, you look good. I assume you’re the one who requested me?” McKinney asked.

“I did,” he replied. “When I got the call originally, I was already aware of some of the circumstance because I had ordered the chopper transport. So, when they called me that this particular helo crashed and where it crashed, I knew we were in for a world of shit.

“I knew this would be a multijurisdictional effort to contain the outbreak, and I knew you’d be the best point of contact for me within your department,” Nathan said.

“Did you say outbreak?”

“I did. Look, fire, medic and the police were here before I was notified. So, the ones up by the crash site will have to be quarantined after the rescue/recovery attempts. But hear me out. We were transporting a patient of the highest priority to the infection disease center in Denver.

“We have a special facility to contain anything known to man. Unfortunately, the chopper crashed horrifically, so we’re now in the process of locating the infected patient within the wreckage,” Nathan explained.

“Like a patient zero kind of disease?” McKinney asked, eyes wide.

“Well, the patient has or had—Jesus, this isn’t good—the patient was found to have a form of the bubonic plague. The plague, or Black Death as historians call it, is a bacterial disease, but all the tests came back with markers indicating that it has mutated into a viral variant.

“To put it in layman’s terms, the Black Death killed over twenty-five million people, and the form the patient has is a mutated viral strain, meaning highly contagious, and a faster rate of spread. Ultimately, it will lead to mass casualties at an unparalleled rate. That’s as simplistic as I can break it down.”

McKinney stood there, silent, the world shut out from him. Black ash hung heavy in the air, and burning bodies stained the inside of his nose. But it all faded into oblivion with the implications of what he’d just learned. “What do you need from me?” he asked.

“We’re just now pulling the red handle. I’ve worked all over the world with all kinds of outbreaks, and this has the potential to be the worst outbreak ever recorded in human history.

“My job is to stop it. I’m a CDC containment specialist, my friend. So, what I need from you is to be my eyes, ears and mouth with your police department.

“McKinney, listen to me carefully. The National Guard is on their way. We’re going to shut off Mecklenburg and Canopy from the world until this is contained and eliminated.”


CHARLOTTE KANE
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The wooden floors seemed to move under Charlotte’s feet as she walked in the room.

Her vision was blurred as she noticed a dirty Chief Sanders standing a few feet in front of her, smiling, with a knife in one hand, rubbing his flaccid penis with the other.

Charlotte’s eyes opened wide as she awoke. Startled. Frightened.

She sat straight up in bed, gasping for air, taking deep breaths. Another nightmare. Every night an appalling dream.

They never seem to stop.

Charlotte regained her composure, glancing at Kent. She breathed slowly until calm again and peace came to her. Kent was sweating profoundly in his sleep.

The look on his face matched the paleness of his skin. He too looked terrified.

He lay motionless, drooling on his pillow, and appeared to be weeping.

“Kent,” Charlotte said as she placed her hand on his shoulder, gently shaking him.

Kent did not wake up, but rather, started to moan as he balled up both of his fists.

“Kent, wake up,” Charlotte said with more force as she shook him.

“IT’S INSIDE OF ME!” Kent screamed as he jumped from the bed.

“Kent, it’s just a dream! Calm down, let me help you,” Charlotte said as she stood up.

Kent was awake, but still inside of his dream. He was physically standing at the end of his bed near Charlotte, but his mind was trapped within the dream of the parallel world.

“I have to get it out of me,” Kent said with a lowered tone. “Yes, I know what I have to do. If I can’t get it out, you will all die.”

Charlotte picked up a book from her nightstand and threw it at Kent.

The cover hit him square in the face.

His vision narrowed in and out like a pair of binoculars. He shook his head and reality sank in. He stopped moving, looking around the room with a perplexed gaze.

“Are you with me now?” Charlotte asked.

“What the fuck is going on? I… I must have been dreaming. Where am I?”

“Take some deep breaths, you’re safe. You’re home with me and no one is going to hurt you,” Charlotte said. “You were just dreaming, like you said.”

Kent was still confused but slowly began to acknowledge her.

“I had a nightmare, too. That damn parallel world just won’t let us go,” she said.

“I can’t remember. I just woke up standing and – fuck, what is happening to me?” Kent was so scared but couldn’t explain why. He walked over to the side of his bed and turned on his nightstand lamp. His bed was soaked. A circle of liquid had saturated his side of the bed.

“It’s ok, we will be ok, babe.” Charlotte said with conviction.

“I think I pissed myself. I’m soaked. I—” Kent said, but was interrupted when a door slammed down the hall.

“You were sweating, it’s not piss…let me go check on Diane,” she said and kissed his forehead on her way out of the room.

Kent looked back at his side of the bed as Charlotte left. He leaned down and smelled the circle of liquid, “I did. I fucking pissed myself.” Kent said.

Charlotte walked into the living room where Diane was watching TV.

“You ok love?” She asked.

“I am… I just heard Kent screaming, so I got up to get a glass of water, and turned on a cartoon,” her daughter replied.

“It’s perfectly fine, baby. Everyone has bad dreams from time to time, and that’s why Kent was yelling. He just had a bad dream, my love,” Charlotte explained, sipping Diane’s water.

“Mom, do you remember when Dad had bad dreams?” Diane asked.

The TV was playing Sponge Bob Square Pants.

The yellow sponge character was laughing and pointing at one of his underwater friends.

“I do, baby… I also remember that your daddy loved you so very much and would have done anything for you and this family,” Charlotte said.

“I miss him so bad, Momma. He was my best friend,” her daughter said, tears welling.

“He was mine, too, baby. But—” Charlotte stopped.

“Mom, you know that’s what I was doing. I went looking for him. I knew he just wouldn’t up and leave us. I don’t know where he went, but my heart was broken, Momma. I needed him, and he was gone.

“And…and I woke up that night with a bad thought about Dad dying. So, I put a leash on Shelby, and we snuck out. I wasn’t trying to run away, Momma; I just went looking for Dad, that’s all. I needed him, so bad. I still need him. Momma, I need him!”

Her voice disintegrated into tears, barely discernible.

“Hush…shh. Calm yourself my love. I knew that’s why you left, baby, I was never mad at you. I never thought you’d run away. Baby, your father didn’t leave us either,” Charlotte said as she sat next to Diane on the couch, holding both of her hands. “Look at me.”

Diane looked up at her mom. Both of them were crying,

“Baby, we have had this talk before, and your doctor says your mind hides it—it puts it someplace deep, so you forget. Your mind’s protecting you; one day it will stop hiding everything. But Daddy didn’t leave us. He was a soldier and was at work when he disappeared. You were much younger then. Do you remember him in uniform baby?” Charlotte asked.

Diane shrugged her shoulders. “But I can’t remember,” she said as she cried. Her voice grew tiny and vulnerable—and broken. Her face showed she tried to be brave but it never worked. Her cheeks were red and blotchy, her eyes puffy and red-rimmed.

Charlotte pulled her daughter tight, hugging her like there was no tomorrow.

“He was a very special man. Remember when I showed you the globe?” Charlotte asked.

“Yes. It looked like a big blue ball, with lots of water and had all the countries on it.”

“That’s right. Well, remember me pointing to all the places?”

“I do.”

“Well, your daddy was in one of those places doing his job with his men, and disappeared, baby. It was in the place where the lions and elephants live. Do you remember where they live? Where I showed you?” Charlotte explained.

She could hear a shower turn on in the background. Charlotte bent toward her bedroom.

“The safaris? I remember. You said one day, we could go on a safari and see all the animals,” Diane replied. “You and me, Mommy.”

“Exactly, and we will, baby. You and me. Well, that’s also where your dad is, baby. Just think of elephants next time when you can’t remember where Dad is. And you know what?”

“What,” asked Diane’s small voice. She fiddled nervously with her hair.

“The elephants are looking after Daddy. Elephants are super kind and loving, and they take care of their families. Did you know that?”

“No,” said Diane, looking slightly more hopeful, just for a second. Then she looked thoughtful. “Will we ever see Dad again?” Diane asked with hope.

“Oh, yes. I know we will, baby. One day, we’ll all walk hand in hand again, my love; I promise you,” Charlotte said. She knew in her heart he was dead, even if the government had only listed him as missing in action. Her gut told her he was gone forever.

It was 3:00 a.m. as Charlotte gave Diane a big hug.

“Let’s go back to bed, love,” she said, picking up the TV’s remote.

Charlotte looked at the red power button, but before she could kill the TV, Sponge Bob was interrupted by a breaking news banner.

Charlotte’s eyes squinted as she looked intently toward the broadcast.

She turned the volume up and waited.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize for interrupting your regularly scheduled program, but we have breaking news. A military helicopter has crashed near the Box Passageway near U.S. 6. We are being told that a critical incident has occurred, and the governor will be giving a press conference momentarily,” the nightly news anchor explained. “Stand by for more news as we will be switching to the press conference that’s about to take place on scene.”

Charlotte grabbed Diane’s hand and led her back to her room.

“I’ll put you back to bed now, sweetheart.”

She gave her a kiss and tucked her in, just like when Diane had been a small child.

Charlotte shut the door behind her and returned to the living room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me start by saying everything is under control. I am coming to you this early morning to advise you of a situation still unfolding. I will first start by giving you the facts we have in hand and then answer any questions that I can,” Governor Wilson said.

“This afternoon, a military Ch-47 helicopter was transporting a patient from the Mecklenburg Trauma Center when it struck high-tension power lines, ultimately crashing near the Box Passageway. The wreckage is spread over U.S. 6.

“The crash is within an area encompassed by high cliffs to the west and east, with deep ravines in between, making rescue and recovery extremely difficult and dangerous.

“Rescue attempts were underway before we identified the reason for the military transport. Local search and rescue were on scene quickly, but tragically, during the first attempt to reach any possible survivors, a search and rescue team leader—named as Derek Dutton—was killed.

“Furthermore, the military transport had been ordered by the CDC—Center for Disease Control and Prevention—for a patient infected with a contagious disease.”

His eyes darted left and right, evasive as if fearful of what questions might follow now.

He wasn’t even done yet, and already, the press was clamoring.

“Governor… Governor—Mary Graham with the Mecklenburg Times. What are you saying? What did the patient have? Did anyone survive? Are—”

“If you would just let me talk and complete what I was saying, I’m sure you will have most of your questions answered,” Governor Wilson said as the area turned to a whispering buzz.

The reporters were trying to talk over the Governor as McKinney stood on the side and wondered how this was going to unfold.

“Please, I’ll answer as many questions as I can, but let me first bring up an expert with the CDC. His name is Nathan Wing, and Mr. Wing is the subject matter expert on what’s about to transpire.” The governor stepped away from the microphones.

“Good morning. As the governor said, my name is Nathan Wing, and I am a containment specialist for the CDC. What happened today is extremely tragic and may God take care of the victims. Look around you right now… Everyone, take a look around, and you’ll see heroes. Police, firefighters, medical personnel—heroes, all doing their jobs, all trying to help the victims and provide security for all of us. This is a part of everyday life.

Without them, we could not function as a society.

What has transpired here today brings these heroes to light, and in these most unusual and strenuous circumstances, they are even more vital. In the coming days, our heroes, our first responders, will be at the tip of the spear and more crucial than ever.

The CDC was contacted yesterday by medical personnel who alerted us to a priority 1 patient who—based on CDC-recommended protocols—needed to be isolated and transported to a special disease containment facility in Denver.

We put the plan into motion and the patient was in the helicopter that crashed.

The patient was in a CDC-approved life support bio-bubble at the time, it’s specifically designed to contain pathogens—any pathogen, no matter how dangerous. Now, while the containment vessel was rated for all types of conditions, in the course of the helicopter crash, this bio-bubble was unfortunately compromised.”

“Sir—Mark Icard from Canopy News 3—What did the patient have? Are we all in danger? And what’s the plan now?” he asked over top of other voices of the press.

“Governor Wilson will explain most of that, sir, but before handing the microphone back to him, I can say that the patient had a form of the bubonic plague. Specifically, we believe it was a rare mutated viral form along the lines of the pneumonic plague. But the mutation is new to us, so it will take some time to determine the precise risk level,” Nathan answered.

“Is it contagious?” another reporter yelled out. “I mean how contagious is it?”

“I believe it’s likely to be highly contagious, but understand that we have trained for situations like this. We have protocols in place, and we have experience of isolating infectious diseases before an outbreak can occur. I’ll turn it back over to the governor for him to continue.”

The reporters yelled questions at Nathan as he stepped away from the mic.

“But the plague killed over seventy-five million people,” one called out.

“Settle down, settle down. We have systems already put in place for a situation like this,” Governor Wilson said. “I have requested the National Guard’s infectious disease team and will rely on guidance from the CDC’s containment unit. We will contain, isolate and, if necessary, evacuate the area.”

Already, the message of we have experience and should all stay calm had itself mutated into we may need to evacuate the area—spreading a murmur of discomfort and doubt.

Evacuate? Could it really be that serious?

Charlotte stood watching her TV as the governor continued his press conference. She had been back home a few days, and now this.

I got to check in with work, she thought.
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Charlotte’s new cellphone vibrated and rang loudly, startling her awake. She blinked her eyes, pushing the covers aside, sitting up with her legs hanging over the side of the bed. “Weird dream,” she mumbled to herself as she picked up her cellphone.

“Who is it?” Kent asked as he rolled over.

“Hello,” Charlotte answered.

“Charlotte, I’m sorry to wake you. Are you up?” Captain Sanders asked, needing her full attention. It was 6:00 a.m. and the sun was rising.

“I am now,” she answered, standing up.

Charlotte walked into the kitchen with coffee on her mind.

“Good. Look, I know you were scheduled for interviews and debriefings today. And I also know you’re not cleared to work yet, but… Well, look—there’s been an incident and we are short of several detectives. I hate to even ask after all you’ve been through, but I really need your help right now,” Sanders said.

“Look, give me a minute. I just woke up and need to drink some coffee,” Charlotte said. “What’s the issue?” She rubbed at her eyes and tried to rub the scowl from her face. Not that there was anyone standing by to look at her expression as Kent hadn’t joined her yet, but waking in a state of misery and irritation never got the day off to a good start.

“To make a long story short, a chopper crashed off of U.S. 6 near Canopy. The CDC requested McKinney’s help—hell if I know why. Apparently, one of the dead passengers was a patient infected with some sort of virus.”

Charlotte’s eyes widened as her attention perked up.

Then I guess it wasn’t a dream after all, she thought as Sanders talked.

“The CDC is going to quarantine and contain parts of Mecklenburg and Canopy, near the Box Passageway, which means they won’t let McKinney or any of the other detectives—who are working cases in those areas—back into town. I’m sure it’s just a formality and nothing will happen. We’d never ask you to come back so soon, but the other thing is that he’s struck again. We had a prostitute come in and report her co-worker missing. We believe it’s our guy.”

“Who struck again, sir? What are you talking about?” Charlotte replied.

Sanders paused briefly, stroking his dark two-week-old beard. He realized Charlotte had been gone so long, she had no clue about The Watcher.


RESCUE
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Derek Dutton was a team leader with the Mecklenburg Search and Rescue team, a local volunteer unit who three winters ago had famously saved a lost hiker.

And that hiker turned out to be a prolific author named Manuel Carreon.

A local newspaper photographer captured the moment the rescuers arrived at the trauma center in Mecklenburg. Manuel’s face was black from frostbite and exposure. He looked alien-like, near death, and was speaking gibberish. The reporter had been able to interview the pilots and team members involved in the rescue, resulting in his story featuring on the front cover of every major newspaper and magazine around the world.

Freak snowstorm nearly claims beloved author, Manuel Carreon.

Prolific writer brought back to life during unseasonal mountain storm.

Search and Rescue bring horror author back from own death zone.

Manuel Carreon found alive.

While all the stories were the same, by the same reporter, they were a classic cut-and-paste job, copied across by different news outlets, only their headlines changed. Garnering the most national attention was a Time Magazine article simply titled: SAVED, depicting a helicopter hovering above a white hell, winching skyward a limp body from the snowy abyss.

While the picture was verified authentic, the photographer was never identified.

The article detailed that Manuel, an avid hiker and local legend, had hiked up into the forest connecting Mecklenburg and Canopy Colorado.

A sudden and unexpected blizzard settled over the area, and he was soon lost. Manuel was freezing to death by the time he was able to call for help.

A local search and rescue team was dispatched, with Derek Dutton as team leader. The small team was able to find Manuel, now suffering from hypothermia and frostbite.

The storm was so intense a helicopter rescue was not an option; neither was carrying Manuel down the mountain to safety.

Now, the rescuers were joining the one needing rescuing. They were all stuck.

Dutton made the call to dig a snow cave and wait out the storm.

For two days, the group of men took shelter using the very element trying to kill them; utilizing the snow to actually save their lives.

They took turns using the warmth of their bodies to keep Manuel warm and fend off death. Forty-eight hours later, the storm broke, and the chopper finally flew in to rescue the men.

In the end, the team was treated for exposure and would have no lasting effects.

But when Manuel awoke, he made mention of a darkness that scared him, darkness in the form of a giant man standing over ten feet tall, taking his hand and dragging him into a cold and never-ending black hole. Manuel said he knew that figure was Death itself. Death, he said, had come to collect him, but as he was about to give in to the will of Death, another hand grabbed him tightly by his hair. Death stopped at the sight of the light blue hue given off by the hand on his head. Death let go of him and Manuel flew off into the light.

Manuel credited Dutton and his team as the sole reason that Death’s attempt had failed to take him. Dutton was already a local hero, and after this incident, also a national one.

Derek Dutton, savior of many men, now was lying dead at the bottom of a cliff in Box Pass. His rope had been severed by the jagged, hostile cliffs as he rappeled to the crash site, trying to do what he did best—rescue the lost, the hurt, and the forgotten.

Hero or not, good or evil, man’s caskets are all the same size when men are dead. The difference is within the people who carry you to the grave.

“We can’t just leave him down there,” Andy said. He had been working search and rescue with Dutton for years. “He may still be alive!”

“Andy, you know as good as I do, that fall more than likely killed him,” Hogan said.

“Look, if it was us down there, he wouldn’t hesitate to either help us or scoop us up. Either way, Derek would bring us home and we owe that to him,” Andy explained as his radio was blaring.

“You go? We go! Let’s get down there and bring our boy home,” Hogan said.

“Command, we have a man down,” Andy radioed to headquarters. “He fell down the cliff and he’s at the base, down near the chopper’s wreckage.”

“Is he alive? Can you see him?” Command asked.

“We are going to rappel down and we’ll advise once we know,” he replied.

“Andy, stand by. We have intel coming in from the CDC,” Command said. “They want you to cease and desist all rescue attempts. Something about a patient on board that helo.”

Andy looked at Hogan…

And Hogan hooked his harness into the fresh rope and kicked it over the edge, “Let’s go get Derek. Fuck those guys. They aren’t the ones out here.”

Andy smiled and turned his radio off. He knew in his heart Derek was dead, and if he didn’t bring him home, his life wouldn’t be worth living. “Crack your glow stick. Once I see it on the ground, I’ll be right there behind you,” he said as he patted Hogan’s helmet.

Hogan leaned back into the taut rope and pushed himself off the cliff’s edge.

Andy stood listening to the sound of the rope whizzing through Andy’s carabiner. Within a short time, Hogan was on the ground below, right next to the crash.

Andy turned his radio back on.

“Command, you broke up. We are getting spotty reception again,” he said.

Andy turned his radio off again, clipped himself into the rope Hogan had used, leaned back, and pushed himself off the cliff and into the unknown.

Within a short time, he too was down on the ground at the wreckage.

“Command to Rescue 1,” the radio echoed with static. “Command to Rescue 1.”

“No answer, sir.”

McKinney was on the phone with search and rescue dispatch.

“Sir, I get it, but keep trying to reach them. The CDC is screaming for your rescue team to stop. They need them to stop and evacuate themselves. There is a patient on board that is infected with a viral strain of the bubonic plague. Your men will likely die if they don’t stop.”

“Officer, I understand, and as soon as I can get them on the radio, I’ll have them back out. Their last communication had them above the wreckage,” the dispatcher said.

[image: ]


“Derek!” Hogan yelled as he viewed the crumpled mess of a man who used to be his team leader. Hogan knew his friend was dead. He took a knee next to him, kissed his forehead and whispered into his bloody ear.

With a tear in his eye, Hogan pulled out a black body bag from inside of his pack.

Andy’s feet touched down as he unhooked himself from his rope.

“Is he?” Andy asked as he approached Hogan.

“Dead… Landed on his face… he’s dead…” Hogan answered, choking back his emotions. “But one blessing is it’d have been instant. It was a hell of a hard landing. I mean his face is… His face is…”

He couldn’t say it but wafted an arm in the direction of the dead man’s head. The essence of what he was trying to say was that his friend Derek’s face was caved in, having smashed against a rocky outcrop, and parts of his skull and brain were exposed, some spread around.

Andy made his way over to Derek’s body.

It lay crumpled in an unnatural way on top of a large rock, next to the helicopter’s wreckage. He looked at his friend, then at Hogan.

“I’ll help you,” he said and grabbed one end of the body bag.

“Helo 1, this is Rescue 1. We are at the crash site, break your orbit and hover over us. We have started recovery and need to short-haul a victim,” Hogan called over the aviation channel.

“Copy that, we’re about a minute out,” replied the pilot.

[image: ]



Andy worked his way around the shards of metal. Derek’s crumpled body was now in a body bag, but he knew other victims were still inside the wreckage.

The ramp had been ripped off of the aircraft during the crash.

Hogan peered inside the mangled disaster. Wires and metal were sticking out from everywhere, yet Hogan could still walk inside.

“Jesus, it looks like a slaughterhouse in here,” Hogan yelled out to Andy.

Andy was outside of the wreckage, sitting next to Derek’s body, talking to him in a low soft tone.

“Andy, did you say something?” Hogan asked.

“No, I’m good,” he replied and lowered his voice further, continuing to talk with Derek.

Hogan took a few more steps inside, where he noticed the remains of what he believed were two men. Both had been closest to the rear of the aircraft during the crash.

Stuart Duncan was pinned against the skin of the aircraft, missing the left side of his head, and had a look of hate in his dead eye. Tom Porter was ripped in half at the waist, his lower body still strapped to the transport gurney and lying on top of Stuart. But his upper body was missing, and blood covered the aircraft like icing on a cake. It was everywhere. So much so, Hogan’s boots were sticking to the floor, tacky with a crimson goo.

The air was thick with the stench of spilled iron.

Hogan walked out of the wreckage as he heard the helo approaching. He started to look skyward when he noticed the rest of Tom Porter.

“Andy, give me your body bag,” Hogan said as he walked around the wreckage.

Andy pulled the black vinyl bag from his pack and handed it to Hogan.

“I assume no one’s alive inside?” he asked.

“The cockpit’s farther down the mountain on the other side of the pass. There’s just a big mess inside. No one’s alive. Fuck man, the patient they were transporting was cut in half. His legs are still strapped to the gurney,” Hogan said with a pause. “Just spotted the rest of him up a little way, near that tree.” He pointed.

Hogan walked uphill to Tom Porter’s ripped apart torso.

He was hard to look at. The crash had not only torn him in two but also ripped the skin from his face. It looked like a blow torch had melted his skin right off.

Hogan opened up his second body bag, thinking, I didn’t come here to recover bodies, I came to save lives.

Andy walked over and helped Hogan scoop up what was left of Tom Porter. They filled the bag and sealed it up as the rescue helo began to hover above them. Within a short time, both bodies were winched up into the chopper, followed by Hogan and then Andy.

Helo 1 soon landed back at the Mecklenburg Search and Rescue headquarters. The flight had been short and eventless.

Hogan stepped from the chopper and made his way inside the building. The storage area was large, and because of the remoteness of the team’s rescue and body recovery missions, was co-housed with a small, ten-body maximum capacity morgue.

Andy stepped on the ground, just outside the helicopter skids.

He stood with one hand on the body bag containing his friend Derek, the other wiping the pain from his eyes. Andy pulled Derek’s mangled body closer to him as he waited on Hogan to bring a gurney.

“Doc…” Hogan said as he knocked on the morgue’s door.

It opened a moment later and the look on Doctor Williams’ face said more than any words could adequately express. Hogan knew the pilot had radioed ahead, and Doc knew his mortuary services would be needed for a dear friend.

Doctor Williams said nothing.

He simply stepped from the cold room, flicked on the external red light, grabbed a gurney and followed Hogan out to the silent chopper. No one talked. They were all in a state of shock, having just brought home the man who had led the unit for the past three years.

Derek and Tom Porter’s body bags were still strapped into skid-co’s, with only Derek’s body wrapped in the love of an American flag.

Hogan pushed the gurney to the open helicopter door. Andy was there and helped load Derek on. The pilots stood on either side of the hangar door, both snapping a sharp salute showing their respect and honoring Derek as the men slowly wheeled him inside.

Hogan pushed the gurney holding his friend toward that cold room. The ominous red light Doctor Williams had turned on indicated bodies were inside the cold storage.

From this day forward, that light would be a hollow reminder of this tragic day, and it would haunt Hogan until his death.

Hogan looked at that light and a flash of the crimson goo, followed by a feeling of the tacky floors from the wreckage flowed over him. He could smell the blood and taste copper on his tongue while the corners of the room turned black and started to creep in, narrowing his vision. Hogan stopped, laying his head on Derek’s flag-covered torso. He took a deep breath.

“Hogan, I am truly sorry about your friend,” Doctor Williams said. “Let’s get him inside and I’ll take good care of him. I promise.”

Hogan lifted his head, drool flowing from his mouth. He nodded and, as the electric lock disengaged, he pushed his friend into the cold store.

Hogan stayed in that ice box with Doctor Williams and Derek’s remains as Andy went back to the chopper with a second gurney to retrieve Tom Porter’s body. A few minutes later, Andy pushed Tom in next to Derek.

Andy and Hogan stood in that cold morgue, exhausted both mentally and physically.

Both men were seasoned and used to the tragic macabre dance of search and rescue, especially in a mountainous environment, but to watch their friend Derek fall to his death was more than they could handle. Then recovering his body—that pushed them over the edge.

They needed emotional support and mental health assistance.

“Guys, you know the law and what I have to do. I am sorry, but let’s get it over with and I’ll call you guys a medic,” Doctor Williams said.

Andy and Hogan looked at each other. Hogan gave the doc a nod.

“We don’t need a medic. Let’s do it, call it a night and head to the house.”

Doctor Williams pulled the brilliantly blue background with white stars of old glory a few inches toward the center of the black body bag. Hogan stared deeply at the bag of death and even though he knew what was about to happen, he did not want to see his friend again. Not like that.

Doc pulled the zippers left and right, opening a gap in the bag, which he folded outward to reveal what remained of Derek’s face. Hogan looked and nodded. Andy followed suit. They had both identified Derek’s body, so by law, Doctor Williams could take custody.

“One more time, guys, and I’ll take care of the rest,” Doc said softly as he unzipped the black vinyl from around Tom Porter’s face.

All three men were within a foot or two from Tom.

Breathing normally, Andy and Hogan both gave Doc a nod, identifying Tom as the body they had recovered.

“I’ll take care of the rest, guys. Go home, get some sleep,” Doctor Williams said as he walked them out of the morgue.

Hogan and Andy were men of values, men of integrity and ones who would never leave a man behind. Because of those values, they unknowingly released into the public domain a mutated form of the deadliest plague ever known to man.

The town of Mecklenburg was about to experience death in an unfathomable way.
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Hogan pushed a silver key into the ignition of his old Chevy 1500. His head hung low as he fired the truck up, letting it idle as he held his cellphone in his hand. He cried.

“I can’t believe this. How did this happen?” Hogan mumbled as the truck idled. “Why didn’t I check his rope?” He paused, drooling into his lap. “What cut it? The rocks, the cliff’s edge? Well, I should have slowed him down… Fuck me, I’m a loser.”

A flow of tears streamed down his face as he looked at his cellphone again.

Hogan had one vice in life, one that had plagued him since puberty.

Sex. Whenever he was in pain, Hogan turned to sex to quell what he was feeling.

Some people used food for comfort, others turning to drugs or alcohol.

And some—well, some would throw themselves into work. But Hogan was a sexual deviant and that was his comfort drug of choice.

He wiped the tears and opened his contact list, pressing the name Becky McKinney.

The phone rang, and she answered.


THE SPREAD
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McKinney had been on scene of the crash for hours. The sun was high in the air, just above the Box Passage, beating down on the carnage. He stared at the canyon peaks and at the wreckage toward the base of the cliffs. Death lingered in the air; he could smell it, and he could feel it as the smell triggered his mind— traveling back to the day Joe killed himself.

McKinney had been pushing papers at the office when Joe Hodges called. Joe’s wife had been dead a week. He was crying on the phone and babbling incoherently. Deep down, McKinney knew what he had said, but his mind had blocked it out. He wanted to remember the words Joe spoke, but they never came to him. It was much like your mind’s eye seeing a person’s face, but you absolutely couldn’t recall that person’s name.

McKinney shook his head, took a deep breath and whispered, “I miss you, Joe.”
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Hogan pulled up to a little white and blue ranch-style home, staring at a state flag as it stroked back and forth with the wind. He wiped his grief away and exited his truck. The front door opened, and Becky McKinney stood inside wearing next to nothing.

It was a red see-through little number, one she had never worn with her husband.

“He won’t be home for hours. Got called into work,” she said smirking.

Hogan walked inside and shut the door behind him as they passionately kissed. His heart was broken in half and he hoped Becky’s body would help mend it.

Becky’s mind was full of lust, and she never thought twice about the sin of the flesh. She was always living in the moment, but soon, she would pay with her life.
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Andy walked into his house quietly, sitting down on the bench next to the front door, taking off his work boots one at a time. Thinking.

He knew better than to wear them inside, especially after an operation in the mountains.

“You’ve been gone a while, Dad,” a little voice said. Andy knew it was his daughter, Auburn. She was always looking for him after a search and rescue operation.

“I was, baby. Come give Dad a hug,” he replied.

Andy wrapped his arms around his young girl. She was nearly eight and at the stage in life where she was beginning to understand how dangerous her daddy’s job really was.

Andy looked into his daughter’s eyes, knowing he had a monumental task of explaining to his daughter that the only uncle she had ever known was dead.

He closed his eyes tight, trying to keep the tears at bay. His heart hurt, but his soul ached for the pain Derek’s death would cause her.

“Daddy, what’s wrong?” Auburn asked as she used her small hands to hold his face. She was a smart girl and always knew when her dad was upset.

“Where’s your mom? I’ll tell you both together,” he said as tears dripped onto his daughter’s arm. She knew something bad was truly happening.

Auburn had never seen her dad cry before, so she in turn, began to cry.

He pulled her close, holding tight as he tried to compose himself. His mind burned as he knew his daughter’s world was about to crack open, just enough to let in the pain and evil of the outside world. Andy took his daughter into his arms as they both cried.

He walked into the kitchen, meeting his wife in the hallway.

“What happened, Andy, are you ok?” Emma asked.

Andy walked over to the fridge, grabbed a cold bottle of spring water, and began to drink. He was thirsty, but really, he was buying time to think of how best to break the news.

“Andy, you’re scaring me. What happened?”

Andy turned to face his family. His beautiful family sat patiently yet concerned at the kitchen table. “Auburn…” he started. Andy walked over, taking his daughter’s small hand as he sat on the wooden bench next to her.

“Your uncle Derek was with me at work. There was an accident, baby, and… I… I’m so sorry, my love. Your uncle was killed. We were on a mountain pass, trying to rescue people from a helicopter crash—”

Emma’s face was pale with flushed cheeks.

She was trying to hold back the pain, but her eyes deceived her. Tears trickled down her face, following her jawline and dripping onto the kitchen floor as she held her daughter tight.

“NO, DADDY! NO!” Auburn cried.

She had never experienced the death of someone she loved. She was young and knew what death meant but had never known anyone who had actually died.

She was scared and confused. “Daddy, my heart hurts so bad.”

Emma held Auburn tight, stroking her hair, kissing the top of her head as she tried to soothe her. She was at a loss for words.

“He’s in heaven now, baby. I know it’s hard. It’s difficult for us all, baby, but you were his favorite kid in the whole wide world, and he wouldn’t want you sad. Uncle Derek loved you very much,” Andy said as he cried.

The three held each other tight as they all let their emotions course.

The pain felt like hot water burning their souls, but would pale in comparison to the red death that the plague would soon be bringing to them.
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Kat stood in front of her shower. Her last twenty-four-hour shift had been non-stop, and she was exhausted. She turned the water on and stared off into nothing.

Her heart hurt from the carnage, but she was thankful that she could make a difference, even if all of her patients hadn’t lived on this day.

She walked into the small sitting room next to her only bathroom.

Kat lived by herself in a small, yet quaint house in the urban hood of Mecklenburg. She didn’t make a lot of money, but really no civil servant ever did; so she was no different.

The water streamed from the shower’s head, echoing off of the gray tile floor, while Kat sat in her folding chair. She listened to the rhythmic sound, finding it unnervingly similar to the sound of the firemen spraying water on her and Walter as she used her body to shield him from the car fire. Her back was warming up again now, just recalling it all.

That fire had hurt her mind and her very being.

She reached over and picked up her blue and black charred fire jacket.

Kat’s hands were warm to the touch as she held onto the garment. The jacket was still hot, but only on the backside where the flames casted across the medic insignia, like waves on a dirty beach. She laid the jacket out across her lap and howled.

Her mind ran down the events of her last shift.

It had all started with patients from Darby’s pond—Tom Porter’s gunshot wounds, his missing fingers and blood loss, to witnessing a catastrophic car wreck where Walter Pauls was trapped and severely burned.

The day had been hard on Kat. She had nearly been killed and ended the night on an obtuse note.

Kat pulled out her iPhone and fingered it alive as steam billowed over her shower curtain. She began to type out a text message when the pain began.

Her mom was in Florida, and never understood why she decided to make her home in the dreary cold winters of Mecklenburg Colorado in the first place. It was the worst place to choose, so her mom thought. And her mom had not been one to keep her opinions to herself over it.

Kat stood up and walked to her bathroom mirror while a sharp pain ran inside of her stomach. I hope I’m not pregnant, she thought.

She dialed her mom. No answer.

She wiped the steam off the mirror and unbuttoned her white uniform. After a few buttons, Kat noticed blood had soaked through the shirt and her white laced bra, leaving a dark red splotch of dried blood on her breast.

“Well, that’s fitting,” Kat laughed annoyingly as she took her shirt off.

She wiped the mirror again, leaning closer this time and catching an unusual red note in her eye. Curious, Kat pulled the hand towel from its hanger, used it to clear the fog from the reflective glass for the third time, and leaned in even closer.

Her eyes. They were red, but not from the lack of sleep; she was used to that. The whites of her eyes, both of them, were a bright red. Completely, and utterly red. They looked like a clown’s nose, but with a dark brown center.

Her medically educated mind began to run a check list of causes.

What is happening right now? she thought.

The shower was piping hot and calling to her. Kat turned from the mirror, dropped her bloody stained shirt in the dirty clothes hamper, took off her pants and fell to the bathroom floor in agonizing pain.

She dropped her phone and lay in the fetal position.

Fuck… What the fuck is happening? Her mind raced.

Kat’s first medical instinct was that she was indeed pregnant, but then dismissed that altogether as she’d begun her period a couple of days ago, but more so because she couldn’t remember the last time she had had sex with a man.

“Cramps… It’s just really bad cramps,” she said as she lay on the floor focusing on breathing deeply. Kat was trying to convince herself the pain would pass but knew, in the past, she had never had body tremors and pinpointed pain behind her eyes when on her period.

The shower had been running for nearly thirty minutes now, but regardless, the water was still hot. She had splurged on one thing inside of her little quaint home—one thing other than the sixty-five-inch plasma on the wall. Kat had worked ‘forced’ overtime during the last local riots, so she’d used the extra money on the one thing that would allow her to take hot showers for as long as she wanted. A tankless water heater.

Kat pulled herself up and crawled into the shower.

The hot water was soothing. She had always felt comfortable in the water, and that water was cleaning off the demons of the day—ridding them from her soul.

She lay in the bottom of the shower, closing the steamed glass door, allowing the falling water to massage her weary body. She lay there in pain but the warmth was still soothing.

The tiled floor was hard and cool, even though the water was warm. Kat was tired and laid her head on her forearm. Her breathing became shallow and slowed as her eyes bled into the streaming water. She was infected, and the spread had begun.

The virus was loose in Mecklenburg.

It was about to do its worst.
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“Code 3 room 227, code 3,” emitted from a speaker embedded in the nurse’s station ceiling.

Nurse Jackie was sitting there, typing a report for the death of Mrs. Porter, when she heard the code ring out. She instantly knew that was her room, and she closed her eyes briefly in a moment of stress, thinking to herself, what the fuck now?

She ran to her patient, Walter Pauls, entering to the sounds of medical machines blaring their alarms, indicating Walter’s heart had stopped.

Jackie stopped at the makeshift plastic containment barrier, donned a filtered mask covering her face, and entered the contained area.

Her heart rate was slightly elevated as she slipped on her last protective glove.

She stepped on an actuator lever causing Walter’s bed to drop down to knee level, while also glancing over to the vacant bed in the opposite corner of the room. Where did Walter’s wife Heidi go? Jackie thought as she began chest compressions.

Walter’s mouth hung open with his tongue protruding and dry as dirt. The white of his eyes were beet red and his pupils dilated large and black, like a cosmic void.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, Jacky counted in her mind. All the way up to thirty, then she would pause, and then pump the bulb on the bag mouth—giving Walter air.
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The floor of the hallway began to tilt like the fun house at a local carnival.

Heidi was unbalanced and stumbling away from her quarantined room.

One moment she had been sitting with Walter—her badly burned husband—and the next she was disoriented and dizzy, staggering down the hall.

Heidi walked and stumbled her way to the elevator bank, like a drunk at midnight on New Year’s Eve. She opened the top two buttons of her blouse, noticing that it was saturated. Her body was overheating and working hard to cool itself.

The walls began to shimmy and wave like the horizon of South Beach on a hot summer’s day. Heidi paused at the elevator doors, closed her eyes, leaned against the wall and pressed the down call button. A digital tone rang out as the metal doors opened.

A female stood in the corner of the crowd with her newborn strapped securely into a child carrier. Heidi stepped inside of the packed cab and, as the doors shut, the virus began to spread, one woman to another, like a soft kiss on the air.
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Becky McKinney stumbled into her bathroom and before she could reach the toilet, retched all over the floor. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” she said as she hurled again.

The vomit was full of blood and bile. Thick arterial blood—a heinous, fearsome sight.

Becky had been feeling run down with a fever, stomach pain and nausea, yet the thought of making a doctor’s appointment had never crossed her mind.

The sickness seemed to come on quickly.

“What the fuck is that?” Becky asked herself as she stared into the bathroom mirror.

A lump the size of a golf ball was protruding from her neck.

The room was starting to spin like the ceiling after a big night of drinking. She grabbed the sides of her sink to steady herself as her stomach convulsed.

Becky slowly lowered herself to a knee, then both knees. She sat back on her heels, hoping the sensation of spiraling would pass. It didn’t. She retched again, this time spreading a bloody bile all over the floor. A blanket of rotting flesh was intertwined within the thick crimson blood clots. She looked down at the mess and thought it looked as if her body was eating itself.

With all of her strength, Becky used the sink to pull herself up to her feet.

She knew if she didn’t call 911 at that moment, she would die.

Standing now, she glanced in the mirror and noticed the whites of her eyes were bright red. Alien-like. Becky stared in the mirror with an internal feeling of impending death.

Her gut told her it was inescapable as her eyes began to stream blood as if a dam broke, and her eyes were flowing a red river.

For the last time, Becky looked at her decaying self, noting her arms appeared scaly. Her heart slowed to a meager patter. She was dying…her heartbeat gave one final chug; the last thing her eyes saw before death took her soul was the dark shadow of a man standing behind her.


CONTAINMENT
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“Can I get a grande, and oh, what the hell, I’ll take one of your famous sourdough donuts as well,” the man said, smiling away.

“That will be $6.80; go ahead and swipe your card when you’re ready,” the clerk replied.

Ryan grabbed his coffee and pastry. He walked past the condiment counter without hesitation; Ryan took his coffee black like most alpha males. He pulled his headphones from his pocket, plopped them in and checked into his own secluded musical world as he walked.

Ryan was a master at time management. He was listening to a download of local musicians that his company was planning to sign. He was also walking on the sidewalk, sipping his coffee and headed to his first meeting of the day.

Ryan’s job was picking out uniquely talented musicians, talent sourcing from an over-saturated crowd. He was one of the best talent scouts in the business, taking credit for discovering the Cranberries, a lead guitarist for Death Cab for Cutie, and Fall Out Boy.

Smiling at his social media feed, Ryan was laughing at a video of two kangaroos fighting as he momentarily lost his bearings, stumbling from the sidewalk onto Central Avenue.

His coffee hit the pavement, spreading the steaming black gold as he fell face-first into the road. Ryan tried to push himself up but came up short as a green Army five-ton troop-transport truck struggled to stop with zero notice.

Ryan’s last vision was of the tire-tread cracking his skull like an egg.

The donut rolled away into the gutter like a lost tire from a car.

“Motherfucker! Sir, I just hit someone!” the five-ton driver said.

He was a private fresh out of bootcamp. Private Jester was on loan to the unit as he waited for his advanced training to begin. He had signed up to be a medic and, in the meantime, was at the mercy of the Colorado National Guard.

Lieutenant Frank Wigman jumped from the passenger seat and ran around the truck.

He noticed Ryan’s body partially underneath his five-ton and freaked out. He grabbed Ryan by the cuff of his pants, pulling what was left of him out and back onto the sidewalk.

“WHAT THE FUCK!” Wigman yelled.

Ryan’s head had been reduced to a flat fold of skin and hair, the skull lying flat and yellowish, fine shards peeking out from among the bloody detritus and blue-red brain fragments.

Governor Wilson had ordered the Army National Guard to help establish containment around Mecklenburg and Canopy Colorado.

They had been in town less than an hour and, already managed to kill off a local legend.

The town of Mecklenburg was geographically situated north of Denver, between Blackhawk and Canopy, Colorado. The town, while in the mountains, was mostly flat. Mecklenburg was fed by U.S. 6 and Route 3. These arterial roads brought life-sustaining goods needed for the citizens to thrive; now the Colorado National Guard, by the executive order of Governor Wilson, had established military checkpoints, cutting off access to Canopy, Blackhawk, and the town of Mecklenburg.

Nathan Wing was on the phone with Command, verifying all checkpoints had been established. “Governor Wilson, sir. We are secure. We have a National Guard hazmat team in place on the main roads. They have established checkpoints entering U.S. 6 and Route 3. Those are the life blood of Mecklenburg,” Nathan said.

“No one, in or out?” he asked.

“That’s the order, sir. No exceptions. No one is allowed to enter or leave the town,” Nathan explained. “They are also working on the secondary roads.”

“Now, that being said, this is America, and those soldiers are not under orders to use force to stop anyone. Correct?” the Governor asked.

“Sir, they are soldiers and do have rules of engagement.”

“What exactly are their rules, Nathan?”

“Sir, let me be perfectly clear. The world’s deadliest virus known to man may be loose in your state. More specifically, it may be loose near the small town of Mecklenburg. This ‘plague’ killed over seventy-five million people worldwide and is the foundation of the very definition in Webster’s dictionary for the word ‘plague’. If we can’t contain it, everyone will die.

“Not some, not a lot, but everyone. So, the soldiers have rules of engagement which include using deadly force if force is used upon them and/or to prevent a person—suspected of infection—from leaving and or entering their checkpoints,” Nathan said.

“In Sudan, the government embargoes delayed import medical supplies,” he went on. “This caused the Ebola to spread at a rate we could not foresee. Thus, checkpoints were becoming a haven for infected people to try and cross as they looked for the medical help that their government was delaying. The soldiers were forced to kill a lot of them because the Sudanese government couldn’t put politics aside and allow us to do our job.

“So, with that in mind, sir, I want you to simply be my shit umbrella. With all due respect, sir, I simply need you to hold an umbrella over my head, so I don’t get shit on by the bureaucrats and their politics. Just help me do my job, and we’ll save as many lives as we possibly can.”

Governor Wilson was taken aback for a minute. He had never been talked to like this before but knew this was an extraordinary event.

“Mr. Wing, I’ll hold your umbrella,” the governor replied.

McKinney stood strong as Governor Wilson and the CDC containment specialist Nathan Wing were talking. McKinney was waiting for his opportunity to speak when his phone rang.

He looked down at the screen; it was a common number used by dispatch.

“Go ahead,” McKinney answered as he stepped away.

“McKinney, hey. I’m sorry to bother you, it’s Angie up in dispatch,” she said.

“Hey Angie, what you got? I’m—”

She interrupted quickly, “We got a 911 hang-up from your house. We have officers en route, but we wanted to make sure you were ok,” Angie said.

“I’m still down in Canopy, working this chopper crash,” he said.

“Not to worry you, but the call was an open line and sounds of pain were evident. We had to make sure you were ok and, if so, notify you that something was going on.”

“What do you mean sounds of pain?” McKinney asked.

His mind started to drift off to some of his wife’s sadistic sexual fantasies.

She’s probably got a guy over while I’m gone, he thought.

“Well. I played it back and it sounds like a raspy voice asking for help,” Angie said softly. “Officers are about to pull up to your house now. I’ll call you back as soon as I know something.”

The phone disconnected before he could reply.

McKinney slid the phone back in his pocket and stared at the governor and Mr. Wing.

McKinney’s house sat at the end of a quiet little street. One way in and one way out. He had worked hard over the years, both forced overtime and voluntary. His wife, Becky, while not the best fit for McKinney, wasn’t all bad. She’d also worked hard, and together, over the years, they had saved enough to afford their beautiful white and blue ranch in Mecklenburg.

The house was stunning, but even the clean and quiet houses became suspect as the neighbors watched uniformed police officers approach the front door.

McKinney opened up his iPhone’s contact list, pressing the name wife in his favorites. The phone rang. A voice answered.

“Hi, this is Becky, leave me a message or text me,” her voicemail said.

He hung up and dialed again.

Voicemail. Again.

His stomach hurt. He wasn’t sick, but rather had a foreboding something was wrong with Becky. McKinney had been gone nearly a day, but knew deep in his soul that his wife was dead.
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“Mecklenburg Police, Becky are you home?” Officer Michaud asked as he knocked on the door. He had been to McKinney’s in the past. He was close to McKinney and when the call came out, knew he had to go.

“Michaud, the back door is locked,” radioed his backup officer.

Officer Michaud checked the front door, knocking again, “Becky, you home?”

The door was locked. Becky’s green Ford Taurus was in the driveway, its hood cold.

Michaud walked around the left of the house, glancing into all the windows that he could as he made his way to the back yard.

Officer Allman was standing on his tip toes near the back door to look inside the tall kitchen window. Nothing.

“You got anything?” Michaud asked.

“Nothing, my man,” Allman answered.

“Look, I know McKinney ain’t home; he’s down in Canopy with that damn helicopter crash. I think it was a medivac chopper. But his wife should be home. The call said something about a raspy voice asking for help,” Michaud said. “Let’s keep looking to see if we can find a window open.”

Officers Michaud and Allman walked to the corner of the house, peeping in windows and checking for an unlocked one.

They came to a bedroom window that was locked, but not securely.

Michaud pulled out his pocketknife, a black folding Gerber that had served him some twenty years. Officer Allman looked at Michaud and nodded in agreement.

The blade was just thin enough to slide between the top and bottom windowpanes and long enough to push the half-latched sash lock open.

“Got it,” Michaud said as he pulled his knife out and slid the window completely open.

One at a time, the officers crawled into the window.

“Becky, it’s Officer Michaud with the Mecklenburg Police,” he said, standing in the middle of a clean and tidy spare bedroom. Officer Allman joined him and noticed the house was silent. No one responded to Michaud announcing their presence.

But Allman did notice the mud he was leaving on the clean cream-colored carpet.

Allman gave Michaud a nod and Michaud opened the bedroom door.

They both slowly walked out into the hallway. The pool of dark coagulated blood leading from the hallway under the presumed bathroom door made Allman forget about the mud.

Instinctively, both men unholstered their Glock service pistols. Michaud was in front, covering the men as he made his way to the source of the blood. Allman kept one hand on Michaud’s shoulder, moving with him as he also covered behind them.

The two men had moved like this many times while clearing buildings, and it looked like a well-timed and fluid dance.

Michaud opened the door. It took effort and slid slowly in the aged blood.

That one-of-a-kind smell hit them first. The smell of decomposing human flesh.

Even before they laid eyes on Becky, the smell told them she was long dead. Becky lay on the bathroom floor wearing a pair of panties and a black t-shirt.

Her bowels had emptied, and her skin was a purplish color with a waxy sheen. Except for her arms and an area on the back her neck.

“Do you see that?” Michaud pointed to her arms. “Have you ever seen anything like that in your life?”

“What the fuck is that? Scales? Her fucking arms look like snakes for Christ’s sake,” Allman replied.

Michaud stepped around most of the mess, but left a striking boot print next to her torso. He pulled black latex gloves from his cargo pocket, snapped one on each hand and bent down.

He checked her pulse, confirming what they already knew to be true. Becky was dead and based on her coloration, had been for nearly a day. The smell of rotting flesh was nearly unbearable.

He held his breath as he started to stand back up but touched her neck in the process. The back of it was covered in a hard red scale, and then he noticed her eye. The blood had pooled under her head, covering her mouth, nose and one eye—yet the other eye was open and deep red, with no sign of a pupil.

Officer Michaud walked from the house back to his patrol car.

He knew dispatch was awaiting the results so she could call McKinney back, but he knew this was one call he had to make himself.

Michaud was an unassuming man, standing just over five-and-a-half feet tall, but fit. He had blond hair that was nearly white. He had known McKinney for years, worked on many cases with him and, at this moment, would become a giant of a man in McKinney’s eyes.

He pulled out his cell phone and dialed McKinney’s number.

“Hello,” McKinney answered.

His phone had rung four times as he stared at it. His soul already knew what the outcome was. Even before Michaud said a word, McKinney knew. He listened to his friend on the phone as pain seeped from his heart, spreading like a virus through his muscles.

His body trembled and nerves fired like a flame swarming over him from head to toe.

“Thank you,” McKinney said.

His voice was shaky as he ended the phone call.

And his world was changed forever.
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“I wonder why all the cops are headed to the end of the road?” Winford said to his dog as they walked.

Winford was an elderly man in his early eighties, who enjoyed a two-mile daily walk with his chocolate Lab. He was slow and old, but so was his dog.

He lived a few houses up from all the ruckus. He knew a cop lived there, but his own house was far enough away—and he was at the age of not caring to socialize with neighbors or really giving a fuck about much of anything—that he had never met the man.

Winford walked in the morning’s crisp air, enjoying the gentle breeze pushing on his back. His typical walk consisted of a handful of easy turns for his old mind to remember, with a dog park at his turnaround point. He walked his typical route without incident and came upon his favorite seat, a wooden bench with concrete legs. It was his seat in more ways than one, and every day before sitting down, he would take a second to read the bronze placard tacked into the center of the top board. Winford was a feisty old man and had made the placard himself.

The inscription read:

Dedicated to the assholes I outlived, and those I will outlive. My friends have always been assholes, but I miss them dearly. Without this bunch of assholes, life is but a glimmer of pain.

In his younger life, Winford had been a World War 2 soldier, and his experiences overseas had calloused his sense of humor to the black void it was now. Everyone the old man had ever loved was gone. Everyone, except his chocolate Lab named Lord.

Winford unhooked Lord from his lead, giving him a smile. “Take a break, go play, boy.”

Lord took off into the open field, running and playing as dogs do.

Winford eased his skinny old bones onto the bench, smiling as his dog sniffed about and ran in the field. His smile began to wane as he noticed a faint set of tire impressions through the grass in the morning dew.

They were side by side and led into the park.

Curious, Winford’s eyes followed the tracks and then noticed an older Chevrolet pick-up truck nosed into the wood line on the far end of the field.

He stood up, focused his old eyes on the truck and finally noticed his dog was circling the same truck, whining as he moved around it.

“What you got boy?” he asked Lord as he began to follow the tire tracks himself.

Winford walked closer as Lord began to bark.

The barking continued until Winford was next to Lord, at the driver’s door.

“Calm down, boy,” Winford said as he peered into the truck. The windows were dark and dirty. A milky film was cast over the glass from the inside, obscuring Winford’s view.

“Get back, boy,” Winford said.

He pulled the driver’s side door handle and the driver spilled out, forcing Winford to the ground. The man had been dead long enough to discolor and rot. The smell was overpowering.

“Lord, help me up,” Winford said with a soured stomach. The man was swollen and when he hit the ground, his leg popped—spraying a putrid liquid on Winford’s clothing.

He got to his feet and realized the milky film on the windows had been a product of the man’s body during decomposition, as if the air had been filled with dissolved fats.

“GET! LEAVE HIM!” Winford yelled at Lord. His dog had been drawn to the smell and was biting on the man’s leg. Winford shook his head as Lord let go and backed away from the body. His nerve was unbothered, even though this had been a tragically gruesome finding.

Winford cleared his throat, but as he turned to leave, he noticed a shiny reflection swaying from the rear-view mirror. He walked to the passenger side, opened the door and leaned into the old Chevy. Winford took the dangling object from around the mirror, held it in his hand and visually compared it to what was left of the dead man.

“Yep, that’s’ him,” he said.

The item he held in his weathered hand was an identification badge attached to a lanyard.

It read, Marc Hogan, Mecklenburg Search and Rescue.

“Someone’s definitely missing you, my friend.”

Winford took his cellphone out and, with his dog now on the lead, called 911. He followed the tire tracks back to his bench, smirking at the bronze plaque again, realizing the irony of the dedication pertaining to outliving people. Now, he began to wait on the police.
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A five-ton squealed to a stop as soldiers pulled up to their assigned checkpoint where Route 3 connected the town of Mecklenburg at Walker’s Bridge. The bridge spanned the Black River and, much like the Euphrates Viaduct, was a man-made barrier between two municipalities. It was the start of the town’s most southern point.

“Guys, position that Humvee off the far side of the bridge so we can turn cars around and avoid a bottleneck on the actual bridge itself,” Lieutenant Wigman said.

His men moved and executed his order as other soldiers maneuvered another Humvee to block the bridge’s near side. Now, with both ends of the bridge blocked, the men began working on a secondary blocking position behind the vehicles to include posting soldiers in elevated locations to spot anyone who may attempt to swim across the river.

“Fire up the recording,” Wigman ordered.

A soldier sitting inside the Humvee gave a nod and flipped a switch.

The soldiers were a part of a psychological operations unit on loan for containment. They were used because of their unique ability to communicate with massive crowds, and for their appeal to the common man.

On top of both Humvees were loudspeakers used to disseminate information, rather than the typical weapons systems you would find mounted on the turrets of armored vehicles.

The particular unit’s weapons of choice were words.

Spoken and written— frightening, mind-altering words.

Inside the master Humvee, the staff sergeant flipped the main switch, breathing life into the speaker systems in concert with each other. Both Humvees were digitally slaved together, emitting the same looped message through their speakers.

“By order of Governor Wilson, the town of Mecklenburg has been quarantined. Please stay calm, and do not interact with anyone if you can help it. This is only temporary. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause,” the speakers boomed.

Lieutenant Wigan looked straight down Route 3 as far as he could see. He saw no movement. “Turn the volume up, Sergeant,” he said.

The volume rose and Wigman placed binoculars up to his eyes.

He scanned the street and businesses lining it. Movement.

“That’s good. Right there,” he said.

The volume was loud enough that people were starting to take notice, and that was exactly what his mission was. For them to hear, see and then, ultimately, obey the containment order.

The recording played on loop as National Guard and active army soldiers from the 2nd Psychological Operations Group set up shop at Walker’s Bridge.

“Three minutes out, sir,” the loadmaster said as he lowered the C-130’s tail ramp. The air rushed into the cargo plane as the hydraulics opened wide to the blue sky. The clouds were moving high in the atmosphere and the loadmaster had an unobstructed view of the town below.

A matte silver C-130 Hercules military transport plane was flying just outside of Mecklenburg and Canopy, Colorado, leveling to a drop altitude of fifteen hundred feet (AGL).

“One minute, sir,” the loadmaster said as she looked out from the open ramp, placing her face into the breeze. She was looking for the Black River. Once the plane was over the river, she would signal for the release of the pallets.

Thin paper leaflets began to leak out from the first pallet as the load master stood up and motioned to set the first pallet on the ramp.

“Thirty seconds,” she said. The command echoed through the plane.

Both loadmasters moved to the plane’s interior skin and walked back behind the pallets.

Each pallet was four feet tall by four feet wide and built to break apart as the wind tore through them due to the speed of the plane.

They contained small pieces of paper, giving citizens instructions for the quarantine.

“Green light. GO!” the loadmaster yelled.

The soldiers pushed the pallets, much like a train’s box car, moving each other forward in a chain reaction. The floor rollers made it easy for the pallets to slide, but also were set up to only allow one pallet to exit the plane at a time.

The first pallet fell into the sky, ripping apart as the wind made contact. Like a sudden snowstorm, white and yellow leaflets were now fluttering in the sky, slowing falling to earth.

The C-130 banked slightly and race tracked around to its second drop location.

Again, the loadmaster lay on the ramp lining up the landmarks below.

They repeated the process for a total of three drops: one in the southern part of the town. One in the northern part and a final drop stretching east to west over the center of town. In all, three pallets containing over a million leaflets were dropped above the citizens with hopes of gaining their compliance and cooperation.
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Jimmy stood outside of Kat’s quiet home, knocking on the door.

She had been silent since their last shift, which he knew to be strange.

Typically, she would throw him a text, or he would notice her activity on social media. It was as though she had just vanished from the face of the earth.

“Kat, are you home?” Jimmy asked as he knocked on her door for the third time.

His stomach turned as his gut knew something was wrong.

Jimmy thought about walking around the house when he heard a crow caw behind him.

He instinctively turned and noticed it bobbing its head up and down. Its beak opened as if it were talking to Jimmy. Strange, he thought as he stepped from the porch.

His attention was totally averted now.

The bird’s voice was deeply disturbing.

His mind reverted back to a time in his childhood when his grandfather used to tell him, “a crow’s voice is a doorway for evil to enter a man’s mind.”

Chills swelled under his skin, giving way to goose flesh as he stared at the feathery evil. The bird cawed one last time as its wings expanded, lifting it into the air.

Jimmy watched the crow fly effortlessly through the air above the mature oak tree Kat’s grandfather had planted in front of the house so many years ago.

The crow flew around the top of the tree and into the sun as Jimmy noticed a wave of small papers floating down from the sky.

They were out of place, like snow falling from the heavens on a warm summer’s day.

The papers fluttered and floated to the ground. Jimmy held his hand out, snatching one from the air. It was small, about the size of a dollar bill with writing on both sides.

Jimmy felt the fine paper between his fingers and began to read.

By order of Governor Wilson, the town of Mecklenburg is under mandatory quarantine. This order is an effort to protect everyone from an unknown pathogen found at the helicopter crash site within Box Passage a few days ago. We ask for everyone’s cooperation and for everyone to stay home at this time.

He re-read the words again. Is this real? he thought as he flipped the leaflet over. The reverse side of the leaflet had a symbol on it that he had never seen before.

Jimmy flipped the leaflet over and over again. The wind continued to push the papers in the air like leaves on a fall day. The road was littered, appearing as if snow was covering the asphalt. He didn’t know what to do. Jimmy had knocked on Kat’s door with pure intentions and concerns for her safety, but that was before the world changed. Before the sickness. Before he’d held that piece of constitution-burning leaflet in his hand.

He turned, forgetting where he was and why he was there, and left.

People started to exit their homes, walking outside, looking for the source of the noise.

“By order of Governor Wilson, the town of Mecklenburg has been quarantined. Please stay calm, and do not interact with anyone if you can help it. This is only temporary. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause,” a loudspeaker boomed.


NEEDS
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Varnum was restless, tossing and turning constantly. He looked over at his clock, 1:00 a.m. Jesus, he thought. He sat up in bed, staring at his wife fast asleep.

“Nothing wakes you up, does it?” he asked rhetorically. John Varnum was a sadist, but the only women he’d ever been controlled by was his wife Jill. She knew his fetishes, his needs and what his night life was all about. Yet, she turned a blind eye.

Not because she disapproved of his killings, but rather because she had secrets of her own.

Varnum got up, made his side of the bed nicely. He kissed his hand and gently placed it on her cheek. She didn’t move. Varnum looked at her beauty and whispered, “I’ll be back.”

He was in need of attention. He needed a girl.

John Varnum was a middle-aged man with a fetish for murder. Since a young child, he had been feeding this need as if it were a hungry pet that always had its mouth agape for more food.

He made it into his older years without notice because of one simple fact.

He had rules, and those rules made him nearly invisible.

Varnum hid in plain sight. Although he knew one day his end would come, he had needs, and until that day's sun finally set, he would indulge his deep, primal, sadistic wants.

Varnum walked to his bathroom, urinated and grabbed his black bag of magic. He slid his house slippers on and pulled a sweatshirt over himself. He pulled the hood onto his head as he walked out of his bedroom, softly closing the door behind. He walked to the left of his bedroom and stopped, standing in front of an old freight elevator. He pressed the call button.

The elevator stopped in front of Varnum, and he yawned as he moved the metal safety doors up and down. The old wooden floors creaked as he stepped inside.

Turning, he noticed the skeletonized runner on an old poster with the saying run for your life embossed at the top, while the skeleton was posed as if it were running. The poster was meant to be motivational, for health reasons. But Varnum took the meaning very differently.

The old freight elevator was large enough for a pickup truck to fit inside. It sat atop a hydraulic piston and had three floors at which it stopped: the basement, ground floor—though known as first—and the second floor where Varnum and his wife lived.

A soft ding sounded as the elevator stopped in the basement. Varnum walked out into a dark hallway. The single lightbulb that typically illuminated the area was out.

He walked to the end of the hall where a metal French door stood tall in front of him. Varnum typed in a digital code and the doorknob turned. It opened up with a whoosh of air that validated the room had been hermetically sealed. Varnum walked into the warehouse.

He was looking and smiling at the rows of tall tanks as he began to hear a faint voice and then another one—a male and female’s voice.

“Oh, my, my,” Varnum said as he took the small black bag of tricks from under his armpit.

He walked, unzipping the bag, retrieving a needle and small glass vial.

He continued to walk as he slid the needle inside, quickly tapping the air out and pulling the medicine into the syringe. Varnum had what he needed.

He closed his bag of magic, placing it back under his armpit.

Holding the syringe cupped in his right hand, Varnum turned the corner and walked to the tall metal cage—resembling an old jail cell—hidden within the rows of tall polyethylene tanks.

“What do you want from me?” Molly asked as John Varnum walked down the aisle of tanks toward her. She was tired, bloody and so scared she was urinating on herself.

“I want to watch you die,” he replied as he walked up to her.

“PLEASE, NO!” she screamed as he stood in front of the cage.

Varnum began to sing, “Hush, little baby, don’t you cry. Daddy’s gonna sing you a lullaby.” He reached into the cage, pulling her forward.

They were so close now; Molly could smell the morning breath oozing from Varnum’s mouth as he looked down on her timid body. She was shaking. Quivering. “Where is your courage? Your moxy? Is it running down your leg, dripping onto the floor?”

Molly was terrified; she couldn’t breathe, and her body began convulsing.

“No, you don’t,” Varnum said as he slid the needle into her neck, pushing the sedative into her bloodstream. “This will calm you—just enough—we don’t want you to ruin what I want, now, do we?”

Molly instinctively raised her hand, rubbing the spot where Varnum’s needle had penetrated her skin. Her vision was starting to blur as her breathing slowed to a faint whisper.

“Yes. That’s better. Your heart is no longer jumping out of your veins, my dear. I need you to stay with me. I gave you a mild dose, just enough to take the edge off.”

Jason was sitting on the floor of the same cage Molly was being taken from.

His hands were cuffed to iron bars that reminded him of his tour of Alcatraz years ago. They were rusty, thick and impassable.

He was gagged and his vision hazy from lack of the necessities in life.

He hadn’t eaten in a week.

Jason’s lips and tongue were dry and cracking from lack of hydration; his shoulder muscles were torn from all of the days of sitting with his wrists cuffed to the bar behind him.

Jason had been tossed out, never to be retrieved, like a used napkin.

Varnum took Molly by the hand. She was doped properly as her worries were gone, and so were any inhibitions. She was smiling and had no care left in the world.

“Daddy, where we goin’?” Molly asked as Varnum led her by the hand.

“I’m taking you home, sweet girl,” he answered.

Varnum walked Molly a few feet to a set of stairs, the movable type of gray metal stairs you would typically find in a lumber store. “Go ahead and take off your clothes, my lady. We need to give you a quick shower before you go home.”

Molly’s vision was wavy like the horizon at the beach on a hot summer’s day. The color in her left eye faded off, creating a surreal picture in her mind as Varnum helped undress her.

She looked up at the stairs that led to the top of a tall green polyethylene tank.

Molly was shorter than average for most mid-thirty’s women. She was unclean, with bruising up and down her unshaven legs.

Varnum grabbed a small mask and took Molly by her hand.

Step after step, he led her up the metal stairs as they shimmied and shook.

“It’s time to clean you up, Molly.” Varnum moved the lid of the tank to the side with ease.

Molly smiled and staggered to its edge.

Varnum donned his mask and asked Molly, “What is that?” as he pointed inside the tank.

Molly bent over, trying to adjust her eyes in an effort to see what Varnum had pointed at. The liquid was bubbling and moving around as a pile of hair floated on top.

“It smells horrible!” she began.

Varnum pushed Molly ever so slightly as she bent over. She fell face first into the tank of acid as he stood watching the chemicals feast on her flesh.

It looked like a school of piranha feeding on an animal carcass.

He knew the fumes could be deadly, yet he cracked his mask anyway. Leaning over, Varnum allowed the fumes to engulf him, even if just for a few moments.

Varnum’s addiction was the smell of rotten eggs and burning flesh as the soul left the body. He believed he could devour the soul as it flew from the host into the air.

His inner demons were only satisfied if his victim was alive when the sulfuric acid started to dissolve them.

There was only one way to fulfill his needs, and Varnum had mastered the process.

He craved it.

He thought about it daily and knew, when it was his time for his final sleep, he would dream of it in eternity.

Jason’s eyes bulged and his stomach retched as he watched Molly fall into the tank.

His gag was tight, splitting both corners of his mouth. Jason started to choke on his own bile, as he could no longer clear his throat, knowing Molly was being eaten alive by the acid as he gasped for air. Jason continued to choke on his vomit.

Ultimately, the gag was causing him to drown in his own internal digestive fluids. Within a few minutes, Jason’s body stopped convulsing and his head slumped over as his heart stopped.

Varnum slowly descended the stairs as he watched Molly slosh around inside the tank of her burning acidic coffin. He smiled as he walked down each step, dragging his hand along the translucent coarse skin of his victim’s final resting place.

He could not see perfectly into the tank, but the red tones of blood smeared against the polyethylene painted a vivid picture in his mind’s eye.

Varnum began to sing again, “Hush little baby, don’t you cry… Daddy’s gonna watch you die, die, die… Hush little baby, don’t you cry… you… won’t… be… the… last… to fry…”

John Varnum was a unique man, to say the least.

He had particular needs and Molly satisfied them for the time being.

He yawned as he walked past Jason, briefly looking in, realizing he was lifeless.

“Well, I can’t just leave you around to stink up the place, can I?” he asked Jason with a straight face.

Varnum grabbed a small piece of rope and tied it around Jason’s ankles.

He dragged the man out of the cage and to the base of the same tank in which Molly was dissolving. Varnum placed a large hook between Jason’s feet, slowly picking the man up with it. The hook was attached to a moveable chain and pully system suspended from the ceiling.

The metal stairs groaned for the second time this early morning as Varnum donned his mask, ascending to the top of the tank. He slowly pulled on the suspended chain and Jason’s body rose into the air. Hand over hand, Varnum pulled as Jason’s body hung like a deer about to be butchered. Varnum was not thrilled with Jason.

This was more of an annoying chore than a fix for his addiction.

Jason’s soul was already loose.

It was gone, much like Varnum’s high.

He disposed of Jason and sealed the tank lid again, watching as the chemical burned and ate Jason’s body, but it just wasn’t the same as Molly’s death.

Varnum took his mask off, breathing deeply, utterly disenchanted. The smell just wasn’t the equal. To Varnum, there was a distinctive difference between a body being eaten alive as the soul escaped it, and a body being eaten alive with no soul to be found.

Not far off, a stammering whimper slipped from the lips of Hunter Burns. He knew better than to make a sound when the bad man was here inside the warehouse.

I hope he didn’t hear me, he thought.

“I haven’t forgotten about you either, boy,” John Varnum screamed.

Hunter quivered with fear and balled up in the back of his cage.

He hid his face, hoping the bad man would just leave.

Footsteps echoed in the distance and, over the next few minutes, Hunter could tell they were getting closer. He’d been just thirteen when he was taken by the man. He had been big for his age and had a love of life, but the past year in captivity had changed all of that.

Hunter was frail and full of hate now.

The footsteps stopped.

“Boy, look at me,” Varnum said as he stood in front of the cage door. “Did you say something? Should I just get rid of you now, while I’m—”

Varnum paused, glancing back to the tanks into which he had just put Jason and Molly. Then he finished, “while I’m taking out the trash?”

Over the past year, Hunter had mentally broken and mended himself. He lifted his head and with a burning hatred, looked at Varnum. “Why did you kill my parents?”

“Are we back on this? I’m growing tired of your drivel, boy. They served no purpose in this world, other than my purpose. I can’t expect a child to understand this. You have a purpose, too. You just haven’t seen it yet, or should I say, I haven’t shown you yet?” Varnum walked around the cage. “I have rules, boy, and you’re damn lucky that I do.”

Hunter was in the fetal position wearing only a pair of old tattered shorts.

He was malnourished, filthy and scared.

He pushed himself up to a sitting position and listened to the bad man.

“Just let me go,” he begged.

“Boy, why must we have this conversation yet again?” Varnum asked with annoyance flicking from his tongue.

Hunter found his courage, stood up and walked to the bars within inches of the man.

Varnum grabbed the boy’s hand, pulling it through the iron cage and, with one swift movement, broke his index finger in half.

The sound echoed through the warehouse like a voice inside a cave.

Hunter screamed, reeling his hand back into the cage and backing up into the corner. He was bleeding and his finger was broken to a point that the bone had splintered and a shard of it protruded through the skin at an obtuse angle.

Varnum walked off, leaving the boy to cry in a puddle of his own blood.


DOCTOR JAMIE JONES
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“Well Jamie, I don’t know how to tell you this, other than to just spit it out. God loves you more than you know. And that’s why you’re still here. But, sadly, you were the only survivor of the plane crash. Remarkably, other than a broken arm, which a small pin, a plate and couple of screws will fix right up, you walked away unscathed,” Doctor Evans said.

Jamie sat in his hospital bed, silent.

The words only survivor resonated in his head, making his stomach turn.

“Jamie, you’re a doctor and from my understanding, a damn fine one. So, I know you recognize that you’re still in a bit of shock, and for that reason—and the pending surgery on your arm, we’re going to keep you here overnight. Your arm will heal up in a few weeks.

“Look, I can’t begin to imagine what you may be feeling after today’s event. But if you need anything, all you have to do is ask,” Evans said, giving Jamie’s shoulder a squeeze as he turned to leave.

“One minute I was in Boston giving a lecture on diseases, and now I’m here,” Jamie said, looking around the room. “Are they really all dead?”

Evans stopped at the door and turned to Jamie. “They are, but focus instead on the fact that an angel touched you today, my friend.” He left the room.

Jamie, sweat dripping down his back, sat tall in his hospital bed.

His eyes were welling up, and his left arm was in a temporary cast, awaiting surgery. His arm ached, but nothing near as badly as his heart.

Jamie couldn’t remember much of anything.

But he knew everyone else was dead. He knew the lady he’d sat next to in first class was dead. The stewardess who was so nice to him, was dead. Jamie cried. His mind was like a broken record, skipping ahead and sticking on certain parts of a fucked-up song.

A flickering image bounced around inside of Jamie’s head. He could see a female talking to her husband and giggling. Then it hit him. The newlyweds sitting behind him, the ones who’d been expecting their first child, they too would both be dead now.

Jamie leaned over his hospital bedrail and puked on the floor.

Nurse Jackie knocked on the door and walked in. “Jamie, I have a couple of visitors for you,” she said with a smile.

Jamie’s wife, daughter and son ran around Nurse Jackie, the kids screaming, “Daddy!”

Jackie noticed the vomit on the floor. “I’ll leave you guys alone,” Jackie said on her way out of the room. “Also, you have work colleagues down the hall in a private waiting room. Just so you know. I’ll get that mess cleaned up.”

Jamie was elated to see his family.

His heart was hurting so much for the people of flight sixty-two twenty-seven, but he was so thankful for his life. He held his wife and kids with his healthy arm and prayed.

He prayed so hard, he thought his heart would give out.

His heart was full of love, while also broken into a thousand pieces. In his arms he held his world, but in his mind, he knew the world of so many others had ceased to exist like a snapped tree branch. Never to be whole again. Never to breathe again. Their lives simply ended.

“Good evening,” a tall handsome man in a white doctor’s coat said as he walked into Jamie Jones’ hospital room. Jamie’s wife and kids were still standing around the bed, smiling with happy tears dribbling from their eyes.

“Hey, buddy,” Jamie said.

“It’s great to see you, Jamie. When they told me what had happened, I spit my coffee out all over my car,” the man said as he turned toward Jamie’s wife. “I’m so sorry ma’am. I know your husband very well, but I don’t believe we have ever met.”

“Honey, this a colleague and friend of mine,” Jamie said.

“John Varnum, glad to meet you,” the man said as he shook her hand.

He offered her a bright smile.

“Amy… I’m… Jamie’s wife… I mean, well you know what I mean… I’m sorry it’s been a crazy day. Nice to meet you too,” she said with a quiver in her voice.

“Amy, John is an anesthesiologist. I’ve known him for a few years. He’s a good man,” Jamie said.

Internally, Varnum’s homicidal and beastly urges were intrigued as he stared at Amy. She was a beautiful woman and caught his eye easily. He loved women, and he loved to kill them.

“John, I have a sixth sense telling me you’re not just here to check on me. Are you also my dope guy for surgery prep?” Jamie asked, smirking with a hint of pain. “I could use a fix.”

Even in his agony, his sense of humor came to the fore.

Varnum pulled out a small black bag from his white coat pocket and laid it on the table next to the bed. “Indeed I am, my friend. Doctor Evans is prepping an O.R for us right now. I’m going to give you a sedative now, and then in a few minutes, we will take you to surgery where I’ll give you all the good stuff. You’ll get the ride of your life,” Varnum replied.

He turned to Amy.

“Don’t worry, Amy, we’ll take good care of him. The surgery’s minor: it won’t take long.”

Amy faked a smile, a chill passing down her spine as Varnum spoke.

She couldn’t pinpoint why or what it was about the doctor that was off putting, but she didn’t like it at all. “Thank you,” she replied.

Varnum pulled out a syringe, prepping it with his sedative of choice. He slid the needle into Jamie’s IV port, and with a push of the plunger, the dope began flowing into his bloodstream.

“That will take effect quickly; might want to say goodbye now. Amy, I’ll show you where the surgical waiting room is,” Varnum said.

Jamie smiled as the sedative quickly took hold.

His pain was evaporating as were his worries. His heart slowed as his body relaxed.

Like the man had said, the ride of his life was just beginning.

The pain started to depart. Every limb and sinew in him relaxed, like resting all stretched out on a warm, sandy beach in the Caribbean, waves lapping at the shore.

“I’ll be waiting for you, and I love you,” Amy whispered into Jamie’s ear.

But he did not hear or care, though not in a bad way.

He had already drifted off into the abyss.

Amy followed Doctor Varnum to the elevators just down the hall from her husband’s room. An audible tone rang out overhead as the doors opened up.

“After you,” Varnum said.

Amy stepped inside, and Varnum followed suit and pressed the button for the fifth floor.

“Your husband’s surgery will take about an hour. I’ll be with him and as soon as it’s over, Doctor Evans and I will come get you,” he said as the elevator came to a stop.

It opened up to the floor.

Both Amy and Varnum stepped out, turning to the left and walking the brilliantly white hallway. Paintings of a large variety of skill levels adorned the walls for as far as they could see. Amy took notice and realized all of the artwork had been created by children of different ages.

Varnum took note of Amy’s curiosity and said, “every painting you see on this hall was done by a former patient.”

That’s really nice, she thought.

But that thought was fleeting as Varnum added the statement, “before they died.”

“When patients are terminal, we use painting as a form of therapy for them to mentally accept or deal with what’s happening to their lives. This is the hallway for children; we call it the Hall of Rainbows,” Varnum said.

Amy looked at Varnum with sharp eyes—as the way he had just explained the artwork was harsh, cold, and without emotion. It was incredibly unsettling coming from a doctor, standing her neck hair on end. Her gut absolutely hated the man.

“Here’s your waiting room. I’ll have staff from the kitchen come up with a menu, and you can order anything you’d like. Drinks are in the fridge; the TV is over there and a variety of books are on the little library shelf in the corner.

“I particularly like the pocket-sized copy of ‘Elevation’ by Stephen King. If you need anything, and I mean anything, just pluck the phone from the wall and you’ll have a direct line to the staff who’ll take care of it,” Varnum explained.

“Thank you so much,” Amy answered as she shook his hand again.

Amy’s stomach churned with worry and sickness as she touched the man. It had been a while since she’d felt that uncomfortable when meeting someone.

Amy dismissed her uneasy feelings for Varnum as nerves from the day.

Her husband had been in a catastrophic plane crash and was now headed into surgery. It was normal for her to be off canter and feeling a wide range of emotions. So, she thought…

Jamie lay back in his hospital bed, staring up at the lights as Doctor Evans spoke with him briefly. He couldn’t make out what he was saying, but then another doctor leaned over him wearing a surgical mask.

It must be John, he thought.

He couldn’t understand him either, but noticed him holding up a needle with a syringe filled with a green fluid. Green? Is he shooting antifreeze straight into my veins? he thought, giggling.

The gas was taking effect and he had no care in the world.

Varnum pushed the needle into the IV port and held his latex gloved hand above his face. Varnum used his fingers to count down from five to one.

Jamie could hear the snapping of the glove with every finger count. At the count of one, he mentally left the operating room. He was under.

“He’s out, we can get started,” Doctor Varnum said.

“His arm isn’t that bad, guys; we should be in and out,” Doctor Evans explained as he looked at an X-ray displayed on a computer screen above the patient.

His O.R. nurse had just wrapped him in a gown and placed his favorite-sized 7.5 black surgical gloves on his freshly sanitized hands.

Jamie’s eyes opened to a soft, enchanting light. It was a brilliant white, not blinding, but more so had an inviting tone. He knew this light but had never seen it from the viewpoint he was seeing it from now. It was a standard surgical light Jamie had used in countless surgeries. He was indeed lying on his back, still in his hospital bed. Surgery must be over, Jamie thought.

His ears perked up as he heard the whirling sound of a drill, then the pain bit into him like a fire. The sound echoed loud in the sealed room, but the pain overshadowed it.

Jamie tried to yell out, but couldn’t find his breath.

The pain was overbearing, and his stomach released its contents.

Jamie spewed vomit like a National Park geyser.

He tried again to scream, but still his voice was missing. He tried to move his arms, but they were frozen in time. His legs were no better, nor could he move any part of his body other than his eyes. He could move his eyes around and see, but nothing else would cooperate.

The whirling sound of the surgical drill began again.

Jamie could see Doctor Evans lifting Jamie’s broken arm into the air as a nurse held it tight with a rope and pully system. It was archaic at best, and as they pulled the rope, fire shot down his arm and into his heart. The pain was so bad, it radiated through his jaw and felt as if his teeth were about to pop from their sockets. He tried to scream, but still nothing came out.

Jamie could hear the medical team laughing now.

They laughed as if enjoying his pain, and the sound of the drill brought nerve-burning agony as Doctor Evans drove a two-inch screw into his forearm.

Why can’t I scream? Why can’t I move? What the fuck is happening?

It must be a nightmare.

Doctor Evans placed a small metal plate connecting the exposed bones of Jamie’s arm.

The drill sound commenced again, bringing freshly searing pain shooting up his arm till his fingertips felt like cooked hotdogs. The sharp pain bounced around his arm and traveled back down the bone, stopping directly in his heart as the screws secured the titanium plate.

Jamie was sweating profusely, passing in and out of consciousness.

Mentally, he was lost as to why the surgical team could not see that he was indeed awake. Why couldn’t they see he was suffering and feeling every part of the surgical procedure?

Jamie tried to bite down, but to no avail.

Even if he were clinching his teeth, he couldn’t feel it. He was paralyzed, yet his eyes were showing him Doctor Evans covered in blood.

To add insult to injury, his ears could hear the man laughing… laughing, laughing.

Jamie’s breathed slowed and his eyes felt heavy.

Thank God, I’m about to finally pass out, he thought.

As Doctor Evans lowered his arm, another man walked around from the foot of the bed. It was Doctor John Varnum. He waved in Jamie’s face as he lit a fresh cigarette. His eyes closed and his mind finally melted off into a blank world of unconsciousness.
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“Amy, surgery went very well, Jamie is in recovery and we will take you back to him shortly,” Doctor Evans explained as Doctor Varnum stood with him.

She looked at both doctors and smiled with relief. A single tear ran the length of Amy’s cheek before Varnum held his hand out and caught it.

“He did really well,” Varnum added.

“Did he have any issues?” she asked.

“None at all. He was weirdly smiling the whole time, as if he was having a great time! He is one of the few people though who’ve opened their eyes during surgery and looked at us. We know it’s an oddity, but while it’s strange, studies have shown it has zero effect on the patient. His arm looks amazing, and in a few months, Jamie will be good as new,” said Varnum.

Varnum stared coldly at Amy and she noticed it.

“Thank you both for taking care of my husband, when can I see him?” she asked.

“Soon,” Varnum answered. “Very soon.”


HUNTER BURNS
[image: ]



Blood dripped down copiously from Hunter’s finger, causing his reflection to shake in the puddle on the floor of his physical prison. He kneeled over the small dark crimson pool, staring at himself. It had been nearly a year since he’d even got to see his own face.

But Hunter wasn’t happy with the boy who peered back from the reflection.

He looked like a scared kid, a kid easily picked on, a kid he didn’t like.

Hunter slapped at the kid in the reflection, covering his hand with blood. “No more,” he said. “I’m not staying here anymore. So stop looking like that.”

Hunter stood up, breathed deeply and smeared his bloody hand from his forehead to his chin. It was time to grow up and Hunter’s mind shifted into a new perspective as he moved to the barred door of the cage that he had been living in. Now, his mind was focused.

His mind was determined.

He had set a goal for himself and was intent on achieving it.

His face was dripping with deep red venous blood as he placed the left side of his cheek against two vertical iron bars next to the lock.

Hunter reached through the bars, picked up the padlock in one hand and with the shard of bone protruding from his finger of his other hand, began to manipulate the tumblers in the lock.

The pain was shooting and sharp on his nerve ends, moving up and down his arm and jabbing deep into his chest. His heart raced and he began to sweat heavily as he gently lifted each internal lock tumbler. His stomach started to retch as he used his finger bone like a key. The lock popped open, and Hunter collapsed to one knee in spasms of sharp nerve pain.

Hunter took a deep breath, removed the lock from the cage door, pushed open the cell and, for the first time in a year, stepped into freedom.

Hunter stood on the outside of his captivity, looking up at the warehouse lights.

The pain was gone, and his heart pounded with pride. He was no longer the scared kid taken by the bad man. He was no longer an orphan.

He stepped through the cage door, having earned his manhood with blood, sweat and tears.
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Kent pulled up to the Mecklenburg Police Department with a black cloud in the back of his mind. “I don’t know what’s going on with me, babe, but I feel a heavy weight on my chest and a sadness I can’t explain,” he said to Charlotte.

“I think that’s to be expected, Kent. We’ve been through a mind-fucking experience. I don’t think either of us have lived ‘normal’ lives, but one day at a time, I plan to live the best life I can with you. I haven’t felt love in a long time, but with you I feel more love than I ever have.

“You saved me, in more ways than one. We will get through this together, and as a family.”

She said it all with a smile and love in her eyes as a tear ran down Kent’s face.

“I’ll make you this promise,” she went on. “I will take care of you, no matter what, as I know you’ll take care of me till the last beat of my heart.” She kissed his lips softly.

The door swung open and Charlotte stepped from the car.

She was worried about Kent. He hadn’t been the same man that he was in the parallel world. Ever since they’d crossed back over, he was becoming sadder and sadder. In the parallel world, he was always one of the strongest men there, but not here, not back home.

With every passing day, Kent’s mind was faltering.
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Filthy, skinny, weak and wearing only shorts that over time began to slide off of his bony hips, Hunter stood outside of his cage and viewed the warehouse through the eyes of an almost free man. He had one thing left to do before truly becoming free as a bird.

He had to leave the warehouse.

And that, of course, would be easier said than done.

He looked around and listened for any sign of the bad man. His cage had been positioned between two plastic tanks, one green, the other translucent white.

He was standing in the aisle now, looking about. There were tanks in line there, like an aisle in a grocery store, but with a space break every fourth tank.

Hunter had been in that cage long enough to know the warehouse was large, but not how large it possibly could be. He walked to his left, the opposite direction of that from which the bad man would typically come when he came for his daily feeding.

There was no sound in the warehouse, so he started walking. He slowly walked to the end of the aisle, paying attention to his surroundings, noticing the tanks were all empty.

Hunter came to the end of the aisle.

The tanks here were so massive, he could not see over or through them. They acted like corn stalks in a maze on Halloween. They directed him, and he followed.

At the end of the aisle, Hunter came to the wall. It was made of stone, cold and wet stone.

From the floor to the ceiling, nothing but contoured stone. It wasn’t manmade, but rather it was natural as if he was inside of a cave.

“I’m underground,” Hunter whispered to himself. Well, that was a revelation. He’d been in here so long and never known a thing about it. Now, he was getting somewhere.

Metaphorically, anyway.

The only issue now was how the hell to get out.
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“Charlotte!” a female’s voice screamed from down the hallway as she walked into the police station. Charlotte completely broke down, a river of tears washing from her eyes.

She rushed up and embraced her sister.

“Cora! I… I… Oh, my God, it’s really you!” she said, weeping as she held her tight. The embrace seemed to melt into a single figure as beautiful as the sun setting on an ocean horizon.

“I got the call they’d found you, but I was stuck at the firehouse. As I tried to leave, a plane crashed at the airport and well, fuck! It’s really you! I’ve searched for you! I’ve prayed for you! I… I… can’t believe you’re home,” Cora tried to explain.

But the emotions of the moment were all-encompassing.

She shook head to toe, barely able to speak.

“Shh. It’s all good, baby sister,” Charlotte muttered as she continued to cry.

Both women stopped talking and simply cried, holding each other.

Charlotte and Cora hadn’t seen each other in what felt like forever.

“Charlotte, we did everything we could to get your sister here today. While I do need your help with a case, and McKinney is stuck down in Canopy, I figured the least we could do was go and get your sister to you,” Captain Sanders explained. “Let’s go to my office and I’ll give you the skinny.”

Charlotte and Cora smiled at each other, finally letting their embrace go.

They were only too happy to follow the captain to his office.
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Kent left the police station, pulling out on to Route 3. perspiration dripping steadily down his face and soaking into his shirt, as his neck was stinging and irritated. He began to scratch it as static came across the radio station. He looked down at the Pioneer stereo and noticed the tape deck kicking out a thin brown plastic tape from the cassette it was playing.

Cassette? Kent’s mind questioned. When did I put an old cassette player in?

The music stopped and the tape deck whined as it spit out more and more of the thin brown tape. He continued to drive on Route 3, the brown tape piling up in the floorboard.

What the fuck is going on? he thought.

The back of Kent’s neck was still itching, but now with an annoying heat as the tape continued to accumulate. It now looked like a pile of shredded paper stacked up so high, it was starting to spill onto the passenger seat. The pile was getting bigger and bigger as his neck began to burn. His shirt was sopping wet and the artery in his neck was visibly beating.

Kent drove, stopping at the blinking red light curtailing the end of Route 3. He couldn’t remember why he drove so far, but his neck was blistering, leaking a steady stream of pus, and it itched as if he’d been rolling around in a patch of poison ivy.

The pain was excruciating; the tape deck was screaming a high-pitched metallic sound as it regurgitated its relentless thin brown tape. Kent dug his nails into the back of his neck as he also looked at himself in his rear-view mirror. He paused, unable to believe what he was seeing.

The pain in Kent’s neck was being caused by something foreign, alien. To the left and right of it, he noticed shiny and wet, tubular objects; they were moving. Crawling.

Worms? Snakes? What the fuck are those things?

He stared briefly as he thought about what he could do.

The things were now burning his neck as they moved. They did not feel like snakes, nor had he ever seen worms that big. He stared in the mirror, seemingly frozen, as a couple of the entities shifted back and forth in the air like caterpillars, while others wrapped around his neck.

Kent jumped from the car as one of the tubular creatures bit down into his chest.

He snatched it up with one hand and grabbed the others with his free one.

They squirmed and screeched as he pulled with the kind of force only a dying man fueled by adrenalin could possess. Three of them were tugged free from his neck and he threw them out on the dirty gravel road adjacent to Route 3, leaving his neck gaping and bloody.

They all slithered off into the tree line, forming a posse intent on heading off together.

He witnessed this, thinking they were moving like snakes, yet they felt as if they were made of flesh.

Human flesh—boneless, muscular, flesh of humankind.

For fuck’s sake!

He stood on a familiar gravel road just outside of the east entrance to Harbor House. Kent decided that was the best place to get help, so he began to run toward the gated tower.
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The sound of water dripping echoed through the warehouse, cementing the notion that Hunter was indeed underground. At the end of the aisle of hell, Hunter shivered as he followed the rock wall around, hoping it would lead to a door.

The wall was cool to the touch and leaked water in spots.

The air inside of the warehouse was always fresh—man-made, but fresh. Hunter breathed deep but calmly as he walked through a place of stored nightmares.

The lights turned off suddenly.

“Calm down, it’s just the damn timer,” he whispered to himself.

Over the year, like clockwork, the lights would turn on and off every twelve hours unless the bad man came into the warehouse. Then he would manipulate them to fit his needs, much like he did all the people he stuffed into the tanks.
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The stone wall lining the gravel road was massive yet impressive, except for the hospital-issued shirt tangled in the razor-wire adorning the top of the wall. The shirt was green, looked to be used, but not aged. It was flapping in the wind, revealing the bloodstains where the wire tormented the shirt’s previous owner as they escaped.

“FUCKING HELP ME!” Kent yelled to the gate guard. “I’m bleeding everywhere!”

The guard picked up his phone, wasting no time.

“Code 3 at the east gate, code 3,” he said.

He hit a green button opening up the inner gate, but leaving the outer gate shut. He walked out and confronted Kent, keeping the closed gate in between them.

“Sir, what’s going on?” he asked with concern.

The guard was a former Marine named Graue, a sharp-looking man in his mid-twenties who always kept the security of the facility at the top of his work priorities.

“THEY’RE INSIDE OF ME!” Kent yelled and began to cry as he fell to his knees. He lowered his head and clawed at the back of his neck. “DO you see them?” he asked. “They’re there! They’re there!”

He repeatedly slammed down a hard set of fingers onto the back of his own neck, hoping to kill the writhing, greedy little bastards.

Graue stood tall above Kent but leaned in, looking down on the back of Kent’s neck.

“I said do you SEE them?” Kent asked again. “D’you fucking SEE them?”

“Sir, calm down, I’m looking. But all I can see are deep scratches from you clawing at your neck,” he answered. “You need to keep your fingers out of the way if you want me to look properly. How big are these things, and what shape? And what exactly do they—”

This was all getting a bit scientific for Kent.

The fuckers were there, squirming and biting, relishing his flesh.

There! They were there!

Kent was covered in sweat as if he had stepped from a hot shower. He looked up at the guard, “LOOK AGAIN,” he yelled, clenching his teeth tightly. “JUST FUCKING LOOK!”

Graue was young, but he wasn’t stupid.

He knew the man was having a mental breakdown right there on the gravel in front of him; still, he had been around the hospital enough to know the man still needed help.

Maybe it’d be best just to tell the guy that the fuckers, whatever he thought they were, had all died. That he could see them, too, but there was nothing more to worry about.

Graue thought about the occasions on which he’d talked to his old aunt with dementia.

Auntie always ‘saw’ things too—things that weren’t there—but you could argue till you were blue in the face and it made no difference. The best thing to do with someone like that was to agree. Just agree. Say yes to everything. Yes, yes, yes. So maybe it was the same now?

He had already sent out a code for assistance at his location.

He knew additional hospital staff would be arriving at any moment. Thank fuck for that.

Against his natural instincts, however, Graue decided to bend down and try and connect with the man. He got as close to the gate as he could, and took a knee—blading his body so his pepper spray and night stick could not be accessed by the man—and he continued to calmly talk.

“Please, look again.” Kent said with pain in his voice. “Please…”

Kent had stopped shouting now. His voice was thin and pleading.

“What exactly should I find?” Graue asked.

“THINGS! Creatures! They’re like a cross between a snake and a giant leech. They came out of my neck and tried to eat me,” Kent’s twisted voice explained. “They were eating me, eating me away! Look!”

And he was off again, pointing at his neck, ranting like a madman.

Worse still, he was grasping now, clawing out.

Graue knew he was too close and tried to back up, but Kent moved so fast.

Kent reached through the gate, grabbing Graue by his uniform shirt and tie, pulling the guard toward the metal fence, knocking him out. Now, Graue was leaning against the gate like a limp noodle as Kent pawed over him, searching for keys.
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“Cora, Charlotte, I’m glad I could help re-unite the two of you. Take some time to enjoy each other’s company and catch up. I know you have a lot to talk about,” Captain Sanders said. “Charlotte, just take this file with you when you go. Before McKinney was called down to Canopy, he’d pulled a couple of bodies from a car. It had been in the Black River for a while; I believe the bodies to be members of the Burns family.”

“They’d been missing a while, and I think I remember when they disappeared. Did McKinney find their son? Wasn’t he reported missing as well?” Charlotte asked.

“Well, that’s why I need you to take the case,” Sanders said.

“But—”

The captain cut her off and added, “since you’ve been gone, we’ve had a lot of people reported missing. Well, more so than usual, I should say…then we established a small pattern that led us to believe someone was taking them. At first, the pattern was spotted through the vanishing of local hookers.”

“Wait. Are you saying McKinney had been looking for a serial killer?” she asked.

“We call him the Watcher,” Sanders replied. “At first, we noticed the numbers rising, then realized the local street girls were becoming few and far between; so, we started doing some digging. We used undercovers, and that was when we found out the true magnitude of missing prostitutes.”

Charlotte took a breath, looked at her sister, and took the file.

She stood up, “I’ll get started and let you know what I find. I’ll call McKinney and see if he’s anything else to add,” Charlotte said.

Captain Sanders leaned back in his chair, happy as Charlotte and Cora left his office.
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Hunter was cold and shivering as he made his way around the rocky interior of the warehouse. His left hand was gliding across the rock as he thought about his options. He knew he had to get out, but when and how was the question. Then his eyes found the door.

He smiled, staring with thoughts of freedom.

All he had to do was go through the door. Hunter reached his hand out, touching the silver lever; the handle turned. His heart nearly stopped when he realized the door wasn’t locked.

I’m almost home, he thought. But then he paused. He let go of the door handle as if it were on fire. He began to think, what if the door has an alarm? What if the bad man’s watching? What if he knows I’m free?

Hunter stood in silence, momentarily frozen with fear. He was losing his gumption, his nerve, his will.

Maybe I should just go back to my cage? Maybe I—

Internally, he screamed, his mind twisting and bending in an unnatural way.

He was conflicted and terrified. He had become institutionalized, like a thirty-year cop who couldn’t give up the badge.

He reached his hand out again and grabbed the cool metal of the door’s handle. He turned it and pulled it toward himself.

The door opened.
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“I SAID HELP ME!” Kent screamed as he located the gate keys.

Graue lay unconscious there on the sidewalk like a crumped mess of laundry.

Kent opened the metal gate manually with the large brass skeleton key.

He walked in as alarms began to sound.

Kent stood facing the open gate. Relief was not rushing over him the way he thought it would, but instead, his anger was building as he took his first steps into the area.

A shot rang out, white smoke in the air appearing and quickly vanishing from the muzzle of the rifle the tower guard fired from his elevated position.

Kent smacked at his back as a tranquilizer dart struck him. The guard in the tower had a choice to make. Use his .308 bolt action rifle and be justified in deadly force as per policy, or use the tranquilizer rifle and give the invader one last chance. It was a moral decision and, sometimes, the answer was simple. Just because you could do something, didn’t mean you should.

Kent’s vision narrowed as the black of unconsciousness took him away. He fell to his knees first, then on his side, lying on the hard ground as guards surrounded him.
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The door opened inward, revealing a dark hallway.

Now or never, Hunter thought. He took one last look behind him at the nightmare he was leaving. The tanks, both green and translucent, were terrifying. He looked at the dark hallway to the unknown.

His mind couldn’t decide what to do. He stared at the blackness of the hall and remembered what the bad man had told him when he’d first brought him here.

This place was your first tomb, but it won’t be your last. I decide when you die…

Warm, brown, acidic urine began to flow down Hunter’s leg. He was quivering. He looked down at the wetness, embarrassed at himself.

No, he thought. I’m not dying here.

Hunter forced his body to stop shaking and to stop the cowardly urination.

He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth and walked through the door, leaving wet footprints behind. His hand was hurting, but his pride was swelling. Much like when he escaped his cell, Hunter’s mind was making leaps and bounds into adulthood. He’d come here a scared and mentally weak child, but was leaving as a warrior.

He walked through the darkness until he came to another door with an EXIT sign above.

This time, Hunter did not hesitate. He turned the handle, opening the door outward to the light of day.

Finally, after nearly a year of living in a cage, Hunter stepped into the fresh air of freedom, and ran for his life.
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Charlotte and Cora were driving, smiling and laughing as Charlotte’s cellphone range. She answered, “This is Charlotte.”

“Charlotte, this is Doctor Charles Nunez. I’m sorry to be calling you.”

“Please… No, go ahead, I’m listening,” Charlotte interrupted.

“I’m a psychologist and director of Harbor House Psychiatric Center,” he said.

“You mean the asylum?”

“Yes, ma’am, it is; I don’t typically refer to it as such, but it is an asylum if you like to call it that. Ms. Kane, I’m calling you because of an incident that we experienced today regarding a man named Kent Prather,” he said, pausing to gather his thoughts. “Ms. Kane, there was an incident here at Harbor House. It seems Mr. Prather has had a mental breakdown.”

“Where is he now?” Charlotte interrupted with concern.

“Ma’am, he’s here and he’s been committed. He’s in dire need of help. Apparently—”

“Doctor, let me stop you right there. I’m sure you are aware of federal agents investigating out at Duke Mine. Are you not?”

“Yes ma’am, I am.”

“Listen carefully. Kent and I both were involved in that case. There were hundreds of missing people and we helped them get home. Kent is having a hard time processing what he went through to bring those people home. His mind is hurting,” Charlotte explained.

“That’s good to know, ma’am, and makes sense with some of the things he was speaking about. Look, can you come here? You’re the only person Kent had mentioned for us to contact as family. Why don’t you come here, and I’ll show you the surveillance footage and walk you through what exactly happened?” Doctor Nunez said.

“Ok, I’ll make my way over,” Charlotte said with a cold lump in her throat.

She hung up, unconsciously running the four-way stop sign on Route 3, just a couple of miles from the station.

“LOOK OUT!” Cora screamed, but it was too late.
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Hunter was free.

His cheeks gleamed with the warmth of the sun, and the air smelled of a fresh and crisp fall day. He ran from the warehouse and into a small wood line. The trees were swaying with the gentle breeze as he began to put distance between his last year’s prison and his tortured childhood. A slight chill flushed across his body as the wind pushed against his bare skin. He shivered, recalling the past year of captivity and ran as free as a field mouse.

Hunter was wearing an old pair of filthy underwear.

At one point, they were white with small Superman symbols spread about, but now the symbols were worn, faded and flaking off of the mildewed cotton.

He ran that wood line for nearly ten minutes, sweating, heart racing, high on adrenaline.

The tall pine trees gave way to a road intersection ahead, and Hunter could see a car approaching the stop sign. He looked at the road as he popped out from the tall pines. He wasn’t far ahead of the intersection and anticipated the small dark sedan to stop at the stop sign, so he continued into the road—he needed help and wanted to gain the driver’s attention.

Hunter waved his hands fervently in the air as the sedan ran the stop sign.

Charlotte never saw him.

Her foot was steady on the gas as she struck the boy, catapulting him into the air and over the car as it came to a screeching halt. He landed on the asphalt behind the car, motionless, bleeding from his mouth.


DEATH RISING
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“W.I.T.O 1100 am, DJ Howard here to bring you your latest news and weather. We have urgent breaking news. Governor Wilson has issued a state of emergency for the areas of Mecklenburg and Canopy, issuing a stay-at-home order. Stand by, folks. I am being told we are about to go live with Governor Wilson now…”

“Look we can’t create a panic. People are dying at a rate our hospitals and funeral homes can’t keep up with. We have to cut off Mecklenburg before it spreads!”

“Governor, sir, you’re live. You’re live on the air,” whispered his aide.
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Winford sat on his front porch and cracked open a fresh beer. He had been long since retired and drank whenever he wanted, regardless of the time of day. He sipped at the foam so it didn’t spill over, then noticed an emergency broadcast announcement scroll across his phone.

Winford took out his readers, slid them on and opened his phone.

He turned the volume up as he heard Governor Wilson’s voice. He didn’t care for the man much, but knew it was strange times, and he probably should listen.

The governor took a deep breath, praying what he had just been discussing did not transmit over the air. “Good citizens of Colorado, I am speaking with you today with urgency. Please, hear what I am about to tell you and heed the orders.

“Three days ago, a medical transport chopper crashed in the Box Passage, on a mission to deliver a very sick patient to a special containment facility in Denver. That patient was infected with a new form of the plague.

“Because of this, I ordered the National Guard to assist with containing the crash and the surrounding areas—specifically, the town of Mecklenburg, and Canopy.”

Winford thought for a quick moment about his time in Mecklenburg and all that he had experienced in the town. He looked down at his chocolate Lab lying on the porch next to him.

“You’re a good boy,” Winford said to his dog as he stroked his back. His dog’s ears perked up at the sound of emergency vehicles in the distance, getting closer.

Winford turned the volume up on his phone as loud as he could, listening intently.

The governor continued, “The patient was killed in the crash, and we now have reason to believe some of the rescuers became infected. They have since died.”

The sirens seemed to be getting closer to Winford’s house.

And Lord was now standing intently on all four legs.

“What is it, boy?” Winford asked as he noticed a person running from around his neighbor’s house. He couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman because the person was on fire.

Flames danced off their body and jetted behind the flashy figure as it ran down the road. Winford watched as the flames made it a block before the person collapsed.

The sirens of the firetruck were loud as they pulled up to the burning meat down the street. Winford sat watching with a cold Bud Light in his hand.
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Doctor Jamie Jones lay in his hospital bed, smiling as his wife wrapped her arms around him.

“I’m glad the surgery went so well,” Amy said with concern as Doctor Evans walked in.

She wanted to ask her husband about his coworker, Doctor Varnum, but thought to save it for another time.

“Jamie’s surgery went quicker than we anticipated, and the best news is, the break wasn’t half as bad as we had first thought. I put a small plate and a couple of screws in. The cast I placed on you is made of a micro-composite carbon fiber, paper thin, but hard as a rock.

“This kind of cast will allow you full range of motion and full use of your hand, with some pain, as the muscle tissue and tendons will be sore from the surgery. Yet, it will also provide a stable support for the bone to heal properly,” the doctor explained. “So, Jamie! You should be healthy and back to normal within a month.”

“Thank you,” Jamie said as he caught a glimpse of the governor on the TV behind them. He wanted to say more, but lost his train of thought.

He typically ignored the news, but the words STATE OF EMERGENCY were scrolling across the bottom of the screen, making it difficult to look anywhere else.

His wife was talking, but he heard nothing.

No sound, but he just noticed her lips moving as he turned the volume up on the TV.

The room fell silent as everyone’s attention was diverted to what Governor Wilson was saying.
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John Varnum was in his office, looking at an x-ray, prepping for his next patient. He was analyzing the patient’s medical history when an alarm sounded from his cellphone. He looked at it and read STATE OF EMERGENCY DECLARED in the notification tab.

Fuck me, he thought. Did they find my warehouse? Did they find my girls?

Varnum was a cruel, cold-hearted man, and even though his mind was briefly worried that his little secret was out, he opened the tab and started to read the article.

His worries were put to rest as the headline read, Mecklenburg quarantined from the world to prevent further spread of new plague. He smiled at first, knowing his secret was still safe, but then became despondent. It had hit home that meeting his ‘needs’ would be hampered by the town’s unexpected lockdown.
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Charlotte and Cora pulled up to the stone-walled-tower east entrance of Harbor House Psychiatric Center. It looked like a mid-1950’s prison complete with a man holding a rifle overlooking the courtyard from the tower.

Her hands were shaking as she took the keys from the ignition.

Charlotte’s day had been rough; she was at Harbor House because her boyfriend had just experienced a mental breakdown, yet running over the young boy was haunting her.

She sat in the driver’s seat.

“He just came out of nowhere, Cora.”

“Look, he was stable when the medics took him to hospital. You did everything you were supposed to do. The stop sign had been spray-painted black with graffiti and the trees had grown out in front of it. There was no way you could’ve seen that sign. The cops even said so,” Cora explained. “I know it hurts, but hitting that boy wasn’t your fault.”

Charlotte choked back her feelings. “He was just a little boy.”

“I know, but it wasn’t your fault. I can only say that so many times,” Cora said. She looked around at the guard up in the tower, at the stone walls and double gates. “Look, when we are done with this inside, we will head to the hospital and check on the boy.”

Charlotte smiled. “Thank you. Let’s get Kent and go check on the boy.”

Charlotte and Cora stepped from the car and approached the gate. Charlotte waved at the man in the tower and noticed he let his rifle hang as he spoke into his radio.

“He’s on the radio. Someone will be out soon, I’m sure,” Cora said.

Charlotte’s heart raced as she stared at the water sliding down the river-rocked walls. She had been there before and hoped never to return.

A buzzer rang out over the speakers attached to the corners of the building.

Both interior and exterior gates slid open, while a yellow flashing light revolved on top of them. The ground level door attached to the tower opened, and a guard walked out.

“Ladies, Dr. Nunez said you guys would be coming by,” the guard said. “Follow me and I’ll take you inside.”

“I appreciate that, sir,” Charlotte replied.

“No problem, ma’am, just stay with me and when you see the yellow line on the ground, remember to always stay on the far side of it. That will keep you out of hands’ reach from most of the patients,” he said.

Both Charlotte and Cora acknowledged the man and followed him inside.

They indeed noticed the bright yellow line on the ground.

It reminded them of the double yellows on a typical road.

The guard escorted the sisters to a metal door with IT stenciled red on it. He opened the door, holding it for them as he motioned with his hand for them to enter.

Inside the room were monitors on all the walls, TV’s stacked three high and sixty-five inches wide, each one playing a different movie.

Except the movies weren’t movies at all, but closed-circuit cameras watching all around the facility, to include the inside of certain holding rooms.

“My name is Amy,” a female said as she held her hand out to greet Charlotte.

Charlotte shook her hand, saying, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Charlotte Kane and this is my sister Cora. We are supposed to—”

The women interrupted her, saying, “Dr. Nunez, yes. Please have a seat,” she said, motioning to a group of chairs. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“Thank you,” Charlotte said, taking a seat.

The room was quite large. It reminded both Charlotte and Cora of a banquet room and in the center of the wall of surveillance monitors was one television noticeably larger than all the others. It appeared to be a master monitor playing the local news.

“Can you turn that up?” Cora said to a worker as she noticed Governor Wilson was speaking to the media. But what really grabbed everyone’s attention were the words STATE OF EMERGENCY scrolling across the bottom.

The worker turned the volume up high, and the room noticeably fell silent.

They listened in as the governor described the terrible predicament and the reasons behind the State of Emergency status.

“The patient was killed in the crash,” the governor’s voice went on, “and we now have reason to believe that some of the rescuers became infected during the rescue attempt and subsequent recovery operations. They have all since died.

“As of now, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention and the World Health Organization have issued orders to quarantine the affected areas, and also the surrounding ones. It is not only my duty to follow these orders, but it is everyone’s duty to do so.

“As ethics, morality, and constitutional rights merge into conflict, I want you to remember that this is not new throughout history. While as humans, we balance love, life, and liberty, the bubonic plague killed between seventy-five and two hundred million people worldwide.

“At the time of the fourteenth century, this plague exterminated as much as sixty percent of Europe’s population. Let that sink in! More than half of everyone you have ever loved, knew, were friends with, or laid eyes on will also likely die, if we don’t stop the spread now.

“We will contain this virus at all costs; we will contain this.

“For the towns of Mecklenburg and Canopy, Colorado, a state of emergency has been declared. You are ordered to stay at home, only the most essential workers are allowed to leave. All citizens of both towns are under curfew from sunset to sunrise. Avoid contact with anyone.

“I won’t take any questions, but will now turn it over to Doctor Wing with the CDC,” the governor said, stepping away from the mic.

Doctor Nunez stood silently, watching Governor Wilson speak. Nunez was an older man and had survived the Asian Flu pandemic in the mid 1950’s. He had been a young boy and the fever was what he remembered the most. Nunez stood there in silence with a pale face.

Daddy, he thought, you were just trying to save me.

A tear dripped from his eye as he thought about his father holding him down in that cold mountain stream. He had been trying to break his fever. After days of this, it had worked and Nunez would survive. But at his father’s demise. I miss you, Daddy, he thought.

“What the fuck is going on in this town?” Cora asked of anyone listening.

Doctor Nunez heard Cora, shook his head, and came back to reality. “This has happened before, guys. I lived through the Asian Flu pandemic. But what the governor is saying is bad. The plague historically was the single most deadly disease man has ever experienced.”

The room’s attention turned back to the monitors, again falling to a point of silence; they all could hear a fly buzzing against the glass window in the back of the room.

“My name is Nathan Wing. I am a doctor with the CDC, but more so, I’m a containment specialist. Now, what that means is, I establish protocols and orders to best keep the population safe. We have done this all over the world and been very successful with it.

“We contained the Swine Flu in 2009, Ebola in 2013, and the Zika virus in 2015. As a group as a team, we all can help contain this outbreak,” Nathan said as he eyed the camera with sincerity and commitment.

The IT room in Harbor House had never been so quiet. Every wall-mounted television was on mute except for the main one, where CDC containment doctor Nathan Wing was speaking. All eyes were on him as he continued.

“Governor Wilson has issued a stay-at-home order, issued a curfew and established containment around the towns of Canopy and Mecklenburg.

“This has worked everywhere we have worked an outbreak, as long as people cooperated. What you need to do is listen and heed said orders. What you need to know are the symptoms, how it’s spreading, and what to do if you think you have become infected.

“In the past, it would take several days to show signs, and then once severe signs of the disease were present, it would take three days to die. Folks, we are learning as we go—like we said earlier—and this is a mutated variant of the plague. In the past, it was bacterial or viral.

“You either had the pneumonic or the bubonic plague. Now, we believe this strain is airborne, attacks the lungs like the pneumonic plague would, but severe symptoms arise quicker, and death is almost certain within thirty-six hours.

“Symptoms are as follows: fever, chills, severe abdominal cramping, swollen fingers and or toes, and red eyes. The two most severe symptoms are vomiting blood and bleeding from the eyes and shingles-type scale found on parts of the body.

“We believe that once the severe symptoms occur, death is imminent,” Doctor Wing explained, taking a step back and grabbing a bottle of water. “We believe this virus is spread through the air, through touch, and especially through saliva and blood.”

The IT room remained silent, no one paying attention to the patients on the monitors.

Not to the one hanging himself with a bedsheet, nor to the one choking a nurse to death in his room on the fifth floor. The room was as if frozen in time.

“If you feel you have symptoms or come into contact with someone who does, please do not go to the hospital. Please call 911 and personnel will come to help you. You must also drape the front door with an article of clothing that is black. We would prefer a black towel or t-shirt, but something large enough that medical personnel can see from the street.

“Again, if you or a loved one has symptoms or come into contact with someone who is sick, please self-isolate. Call 911 and drape a black towel or clothing across your front door, visible from the street.

“Lastly, I’ll say please be patient and give the National Guard soldiers, police, and medical personnel leeway. We are at a crossroads in life, but together, we will survive,” Doctor Wing finished and stepped from the mic.

Charlotte stood in awe with the rest of the workers.

“Ms. Kane,” Doctor Nunez said softly as he tried to gather his thoughts from the press conference. He was in shock, not wanting to ever experience another pandemic, but professionally had to hide his fear so Harbor House wouldn’t suffer.

She blinked.

“Doctor Nunez, I can’t say I’m glad to be back. Where is Kent Prather?” Charlotte asked.

“He’s on that screen to the far left,” Nunez said as he pointed to a television.

Charlotte shifted her eyes and instinctively walked up to the screen. It was surreal, like a fun house mirror as a child. Her mind couldn’t make sense of it.

Why is Kent in a strait jacket, she thought?

“I know you have questions. We can chat here or privately in my office,” the doctor explained.

“Here’s fine, doc. I’m in no mood. Just be very candid with me, spit it out. Why’s he here? Why is he wearing a strait jacket? What the fuck is going on with him?”

The screen showed Kent rolling around on the floor of a small padded white room. The monitor was old, displaying a green hue, making the scene more haunting than it actually was.

Over the next two minutes, Nunez explained to Charlotte and Cora that Kent came to them. He was hallucinating and had assaulted one of their guards to the point of hospitalization.

“Ms. Kane, he believed creatures were trying to escape his body from the back of his neck. Yet, we noticed the only injury to his neck was self-inflicted. He used his own fingernails to ‘get rid of the snakes’ as he put it. He was screaming about the creatures busting out of the back of his neck, but it was his own actions that ripped him open.

“Once our guard was safely evacuated, we were able to sedate him. We thought he was under the influence of narcotics, so we ran blood tests on him. Nothing showed up. No drugs of any kind, other than the sedative we gave him,” the doctor explained.

Charlotte stood there listening to Nunez as she stared at Kent on the monitor.

“We have him restrained for his own safety, as well as that of my staff. When he came to, he started mumbling your name. That’s how we found you,” he said.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“We don’t know,” the doctor replied.

“Goddammit,” Charlotte said. “What’s going to happen now?”

“Well, we can’t let him out right now. He’s still presenting psychotic behavior. His mind is broken. We don’t know how or why, but he has tripped and fallen deep into the mental rabbit hole,” the doctor said. “He assaulted one of our guards, gravely; if we could let him go, he would just be handed over to the police.”

Sweat began to bead around Charlotte’s brow, trickling down her cheek.

“So, you have committed him? Involuntarily,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am, we have. If we had not, he would be in jail. But please understand, we can help him. Once he calms down a bit, our staff will start working with him—find out what happened and what needs to be done to heal his mind. Make no mistakes Ms. Kane…” The doctor pointed to the screen. “That man’s soul is tormented, and he needs all of our help.”

Charlotte knew deep in her heart of hearts that Doctor Nunez was right.

She knew Kent had slowly begun acting stranger and stranger, ever since they’d crossed back over from the parallel world. She knew eventually she would have to tell the doctor about both the rock and the parallel world, but she just didn’t know where the doctor stood on the issue.

Was he aware that a portal to that hellish world was in the basement of his facility?

Did he know about the history of Harbor House?

He must know about the portal, Charlotte thought, he’s been working at Harbor House for decades.


BODIES
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Light flickered into a set of brown eyes straining to focus on a pretty girl in front of them. Hunter Burns was waking up, sick to his stomach, with minor injuries, aside from the concussion, he’d received when Charlotte had run him over.

“H-h-hi,” he said as he struggled to swallow with a dry mouth. “Water, please.”

The room was now brilliantly white, and his eyes were fully adjusted. Hunter’s head was throbbing and his body ached. “The bad man,” he mumbled, “where’s the bad man?”

No answer. He didn’t hear me, Hunter thought.

He tried to clear his throat, but he needed water before he could speak clearly.

“Here’s a little bit of water, son. Take small sips,” the nurse said. “My name is Jason; I’m your nurse. You need to take it easy. You were hit by a car.”

The water felt like thousands of hot needles stabbing his throat as he drank. “The bad man, where’s the bad man!” he stammered loudly as he waved his bandaged hand.

Jason turned to the door, nodding for the man outside to come in.

Hunter’s heart raced as the door opened. He could see the figure of a person entering, but his mind saw the evil that had taken him. “NOT THE BAD MAN!” he screamed as he shook, instinctively pushing his body away from the male.

Nurse Jason grabbed the boy, “Shh—it’s ok, son. Calm down. Look at me, it’s just a policeman. He’s here to help you. We need to find your parents and get you home at some point. I promise you, he’s here to help,” the nurse said as he looked caringly into the boy’s eyes.

Hunter stared back at Jason, seeing hope, soothing heartfelt hope.

The tenseness in his body, subsided and his heart rate lowered. As the man stepped closer, Hunter realized it wasn’t the bad man, but was indeed a police officer dressed in a deep blue uniform, with a gun belt, shiny tin badge and all. It was a kind-faced man.

He was the symbol of hope that Hunter desperately needed.

Hunter sat up, realizing he was no longer wearing the dirty underwear, but instead feeling clean. He wore a green hospital gown which was open, exposing his backside. “What day is it? The bad man took me. I haven’t seen my parents—”

He was cut off by the officer.

“Hunter, we know. We have been looking for you for over a year. I have someone that’s on her way to explain. Just give me a couple of minutes,” the officer said.

They know? Hunter thought, they’ve been looking for me?

His eyes welled up and tears trickled into his hands as he cried. “It was so bad! There are so many bodies! I can’t believe you’ve been looking for me. I need my momma. Where’s my momma?” Hunter asked with an air of hope.
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Jamie Jones, an epidemiologist, husband, father and the sole survivor of flight sixty-two twenty-seven, pulled the IV line from his arm and left his hospital room.

“Babe, where are you going?” his wife Amy asked.

Jamie’s mind was racing. The news report was echoing in his ears.

Sole survivor. Flight sixty-two twenty-seven. Those words echoed inside of his head as the governor was delivering his orders during a state of emergency.

His wife was shaking, sweat beading on her upper lip.

Her level of fear wasn’t from Jamie’s actions, but from the governor’s speech.

“What is going on, Jamie? What are we going to do?”

He paused.

“Amy, you have to get home. Stay there, keep the kids safe,” he said as he stood up and held her tight. “You have to go home and lock the house down. Don’t let anyone in!”

“What about you? Come with me!” she begged.

“Amy, I can’t. Remember when we were dating and I was called away from dinner?”

“That pasta dinner at Thumbelina’s. I remember, you got a call from work, left dinner and were gone for the next three weeks. I was worried sick,” Amy said sadly.

She knew where the conversation was going, yet couldn’t accept it. Not now. Not this time.

“This is no different from that night. That time, it was an Ebola outbreak in West Africa. Now it’s here. A sickness in our town, killing our community. I have to help. It’s my job.”

“But—” Amy held her tongue, carefully choosing her words. “I’ll head home. Call me when you can. I love you,” she said and kissed his mouth softly.
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Hunter was crying as Charlotte Kane walked into his hospital room.

The room was noticeably dimmer, and quieter as she walked in, Hunter thought.

He had a sick feeling, a dark sense as everyone turned their attention to the female in a navy-blue pants suit, walking in. He had felt this in the presence of the bad man before.

He immediately distrusted the woman.

“Hunter,” the female said as she sat on the edge of his bed.

He looked around at the others in the room, but more so at the uniformed officer. He was looking for reassurance that this woman wasn’t evil, that he was going to be ok. The officer smiled and nodded to Hunter as if to bolster the assurance he was looking for.

Hunter eased his body’s posture. “Yes, ma’am,” he answered.

“My name is Charlotte Kane, and I’m the reason you’re in this room, I hit you with my car, and I am so glad to see you are doing alright,” she said with a smile.

“You hit me? It was you?” Hunter asked with disgust.

“It was. I simply couldn’t see you.”

“But the stop sign!” he said.

“I know, sweet boy, but on my side—from my viewpoint—the trees had overgrown and covered the sign, and then you ran out from the woods before I could stop,” Charlotte said as she took his hand in hers. “I’m so very sorry.”

Charlotte looked over at the nurse and back at the officer. They knew what she was about to say, and their hearts broke for Hunter.

“Your parents are Tina and Greg Burns, aren’t they?” Charlotte asked the boy.

Hunter was scared now. Her tone was soothing, but his gut feeling was haunting, and his mind filled with dread. “They are,” he answered softly.

“Hunter, I am so, so sorry, sweetheart. They are both gone. They died last year when you were taken. Do you remember that?” she asked.

Nurse Jason turned away from the boy in an attempt to hide his own sorrow. He couldn’t let the boy know he was crying for him. He was afraid his tears would hurt Hunter even more than he was already hurting.

Hunter looked at Charlotte and then looked through her.

She froze in his mind as he started to recall the events of that fateful night. His mind left the hospital totally. Within a few seconds, he was back at his home, standing in his driveway.

The front door was wide open, and the bad man was there. Hunter stood in the doorway, peering into the house. He could see his dad lying on the kitchen floor. Then he saw the bad man moving forward, picking his dad up and starting to drag him toward the door.

Hunter stood there, frozen with fear.

The man dragged his father out of the house, right past Hunter—as if he didn’t exist.

Hunter watched as he shoved both of his parents into the trunk of their silver Buick, and then drove off. The man was nonchalant about it as if just putting groceries in the car. He just shoved them inside and left, leaving the front door open for all to see.

As he backed his family’s car out of the driveway, Hunter could see a little boy in the car with him, bound with tape, lots of silver duct tape. The boy had been crying until the man shoved a rag in his mouth. The boy was—the boy was him.

Hunter was the boy taped up in that car. The bad man took him and his parents.
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Jamie walked out of his hospital room with a chill on his skin where the opening of the hospital gown had drifted apart. The traction pads on his blue hospital socks scuffed the shiny white floor as he approached the nurse’s station.

“Well, I guess you’re feeling better,” a young nurse said. Her smiled gleamed as she flipped her amber hair behind her ear.

Nurse Jackie was in the distance, logging medicine into her cart.

“I need some scrubs please,” Doctor Jones explained.

Nurse Jackie nodded to the young nurse as if to say, get the man what he needs.

“We keep them in our storage closet just around the bend. I’ll take you there.”

Nurse Jackie looked up from her cart at a bare-assed Doctor Jones, following the young nurse around the corner.

What the fuck is this place coming to? she thought.
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“Hunter, can you tell me what happened?” Charlotte asked with a gentle voice. She knew McKinney had been working this case for the last year. She had read his notes and was caught up on the history of the Burns family, and she knew Hunter was in a fragile state.

The look in Hunter’s eyes was distant, but as Charlotte spoke, the boy’s mind drifted back to reality. He shook his head. His jaw was agape, spittle dripping on the bed.

“The bad man killed them,” he said, “he took them.”

He cried and fell into Charlotte’s lap.

She stroked his hair.

“It’s ok to cry, Hunter, it helps get the pain out. Sweet boy, nothing I do or say can bring them back, and I won’t try and pretend that it will. Nor can I make all your pain go away that only time can mend. But I will promise you this—I’ll find the bad man,” she said as she leaned into his ear and whispered, “and when I do, I’ll kill him.”
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Jamie Jones walked to his office adorned in a fresh set of green surgical scrubs. He dialed his contact with the CDC.

“You’ve reached the voicemail of Doctor Yvette Smallwood—”

Jamie hung the phone up and texted her:

What’s the status of this outbreak? Are you on the ground?

A response came quickly, as if she’d been anticipating his message.

I’m on the ground. Have patient zero’s deceased wife in Denver; will call with test results ASAP. CDC containment lead is Nathan Wing. It’s bad; the spread has begun.

His eyes narrowed as he re-read that last sentence.

It’s bad, the spread has begun.

Doctor Jones walked the three flights of stairs to his office floor. He strode the hallway then, thinking about containment protocols.

Lord God, please help us contain this, he prayed.
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“Hello,” Doctor Wing answered.

“Nathan, it’s Jamie Jones. I’d ask you how you’re doing, but I already know the answer.”

“Doctor Jones,” Nathan said, smiling. They were old friends and had worked outbreaks together around the globe. “I’ve been trying to call you since I got here—”

“I’m sorry, it’s been a rough day. I—I—I was on that flight from Boston that crashed in Mecklenburg.”

“Jesus Christ, man, are you ok? But I heard no one survived that crash!” Wing said.

“I—” Jamie swallowed and started again. “I was the only survivor.”

Both parties fell silent.

Then Wing’s voice came at last. “Jesus Christ, man!”

The silence had been broken just momentarily. But now, it resumed.

What could be said to that?

Within that moment, Nathan realized the gravity of what his friend had just said. His pulse quickened as he spoke.

“I’m at a loss for words. I don’t want to ask, but were Amy and the kids with you?”

A tear rolled down Jamie’s cheek. “No, thank God. I was alone on the trip.”

Nathan let his breath out easy.

“Put all of that aside, Nathan. Tell me what’s going on. I know the governor has issued a state of emergency, and I know about the chopper crash. I understand there’s an outbreak. What else can you tell me, from the CDC’s side?” Jamie asked.

“Well, you know patient zero was being transported to our containment facility in Denver. The chopper crashed, and the spread began with search and rescue members as we were just starting to secure the area around the crash site.

“In a nutshell, a viral variant of the bubonic plague has begun to spread. The team who recovered patient zero are all dead, and the mortician who housed patient zero at the search and rescue temporary morgue is gone too. That morgue is in Mecklenburg, so we know the spread has made it from the Box Pass and north into Mecklenburg already. We have also located the team members who were part of the rescue, dead in various parts of Mecklenburg.

“For God’s sake, one of the rescue members took it home, and it killed his entire family.

“We have CDC containment teams paired with National Guard members at blocking points along the major arteries into and leaving the towns of Mecklenburg and Canopy,” Nathan explained.

“I tried to call Yvette, what’s her status?” Jamie asked.

“That’s where we will need your help, my friend. She is isolated at our facility in Denver and has patient zero’s wife. She is attempting to analyze the wife’s samples there and will need your help. But what we really need is for you to gather a sample from patient zero himself, so we can compare Yvette’s findings independently.

“We have a team en route to the morgue that took patient zero in. They will establish containment, and I can have them wait on your arrival, if you agree.”

“Let’s do that. Can you send a helo to the Mecklenburg Hospital? I’ll get my gear ready.”

“I’ll make the arrangements now; but, Jamie, I have to warn you. This thing is strange, the first tests Yvette was able to run were staggering. We need your data to compare to confirm what we believe. God, I hope we’re wrong! Be safe, brother. I’ll see you soon,” Nathan said as he ended the call.

Jamie ended it, holding the phone in his hand, the screen now defaulting to a picture of his family. Jamie stared at the picture with sorrow. He loved them dearly, but he felt he was betraying them now. He knew his place as a father and as a husband was with them.

Yet his job was to protect them, and the best way he could do that was, gut-wrenchingly, from afar. The only way he knew to protect them was to stop this virus.

If he didn’t, they would all die.

Seventy-five million dead ran laps inside of his head as he prepped his gear to deploy.


NEEDS AND CHAOS
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Doctor John Varnum finished the news article and placed his phone in his pocket. Lockdowns and quarantine, he thought as he ran his hands over his bald head. It was a nervous tick that he had, and the feeling of his smooth skin calmed his mind.

He took a quiet elevator ride to the lobby floor, walking out to the side entrance near the emergency room. He opened the exit door to chaos in the parking lot. Varnum walked calmly past the line of ambulances dropping off the injured and sick people of Mecklenburg, as a small mob was screaming and fighting in the grass beside the parking deck.

Varnum took out a box of smokes, tapped them tight in the palm of his hand and slipped out a fresh one. He stood viewing the madness; he could hear the sirens in the distance and noticed blood in the grass. He smiled as he torched up his cancer stick.

With a deep pull, he inhaled deeply a plume of smoke, blowing it out through his nose.

His nerves were calm as he walked through the people all losing their minds.

He had needs, and it wasn’t that cancer stick. No amount of masturbation could ward off the animalistic urge the doctor had at that moment. Maybe it was the thought of containing the town that made his urge so strong. His mind was believing that the virus was going to impede what he needed. what he lusted for. He had to go now and find a girl.

Right now, before it was too late.

Should I find one here in town? he thought. No, I got the last one here. I was seen too, Varnum continued to ponder. Canopy—I’ll go there. I haven’t been seen down there in a while.

He backed his car out of his parking space.
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Charlotte left the hospital with a composite sketch of the bad man.

Hunter was able to compose himself enough to dictate features and personal oddities to a police sketch artist, but the biggest help was the warehouse.

After Hunter was able to digest the fact his parents were dead and had been for the length of his captivity, he was able to detail the night they died. The night he was taken.

He walked Charlotte through that terrible event, mentioning his mom had been mad at him for his room being messy. The last words she spoke to him weren’t nice, but rather a beratement for his lack of listening and a filthy room.

Those words would haunt him the rest of his life. He would die with the hateful tone of his mother’s voice as she’d called him lazy, just before the bad man knocked on the front door.

Hunter illustrated the night vividly as Charlotte took notes and the sketch artist sketched.

He was on a roll until he asked Charlotte where his parents had been found.

She paused when he asked. She knew that the bad man had killed them both, forced them into their car and then placed his mother behind the wheel, seat-belted in. Then, he’d left his father in the trunk.

Charlotte also knew the fish had eaten away every inch of his mother—cleaning every ounce of meat from her old bones. But she couldn’t tell him that. She knew from the dents on the inside of the trunk, his father had tried to kick and punch his way out of his soon-to-be coffin until he drowned.

She knew his father was unconscious until the family car began to sink under the Black River. She knew way more than she would ever care to tell Hunter. But she also knew she had to tell him something.

So, she did. She told him the truth as another lie would just be that. A lie.

While she wanted to protect the boy, he was going to find out eventually. It was how she said it that was as poetic as it could be. She explained they didn’t suffer and were found in the car, at the bottom of the river. The car protected them from the environment; that was why an entire year later, he would be able to have a funeral for them both.
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Varnum drove down Route 3, right through the heart of Mecklenburg. He noticed very little traffic on the roads, but what traffic he did see was erratic and self-destructive. He plotted on with his windows down and a breeze in his face.

As Varnum drove, he began to smell smoke and a bitter taste in his mouth. He smacked his gums together as if sampling a new drink. He could taste the aluminum on his tongue. He hated that taste.

“Damn… It must be the chemical plant down the road. I hope it’s not on fire. That would be a shitty combination, the plague and a chemical spill,” he said to himself, laughing.

He slowed his sedan to a crawl, trying to drive around a couple of abandoned cars near the Starbucks. That was when he noticed the first roadblock in the distance, near Walker’s Bridge.

Varnum stopped his car for a moment, got out and retrieved a black gym bag from the trunk. He looked down the road, counting a handful of soldiers and very distinctive members of the CDC containment team, all wearing white.

He opened up the black bag and pulled out a full-face gas mask, filters protruding from each cheek. He donned it and proceeded to drive to the checkpoint.

“Sir, I have a Cadillac approaching,” the soldier informed his lieutenant.

“I see it, let’s see what he wants,” Lieutenant Wigman said, as the red Cadillac pulled up on the far side of the checkpoint.

The soldiers had positioned concrete walls in the road, causing all approaching and departing vehicles to serpentine around them. On both sides of the walls, before the bridge, were military vehicles, one with weapons attached, and one with large speakers mounted in the turret.

The soldier approached the driver’s window. It was down and the driver himself was wearing a gas mask.

“Son, my name is Doctor John Varnum, and I am on an emergency run to Denver. I have to deliver this cooler of blood samples to the CDC’s containment facility before it’s too late,” he said as he shoved his medical credentials in the private’s face.

“Sir, I’m instructed not to allow anyone in or out of this town,” the soldier said as he looked over at his superior for guidance.

Varnum was calm and collected.

He knew there would be no way he could just ram his way thought the checkpoint. They would light his car up and that would be the end of it.

“Son, I understand your position, but if I don’t get the blood to the CDC, people will die.”

Lieutenant Wigman walked over and the private stepped back.

“What’s the issue, sir?” he asked Varnum.

“Look, sir, I appreciate what you guys are doing. We’re on the same team here. If you can’t let me through, call a chopper to come get this blood, and I’ll go back to the hospital. They could use my help anyway,” Varnum said with a muffle as he was talking through the gas mask.

Wigman was already uncomfortable talking to Varnum.

I can’t call for a chopper, not after we ran that guy over the other day. Fuck me, he thought.

He looked at Varnum’s medical credentials and at the cooler in the back seat.

There was a living organ sticker on the side of it in plain view.

He’s wearing a mask for Christ’s sake, he thought.

Varnum thought briefly about his Glock pistol nestled in its holder under his seat.

He knew he didn’t have a chance in a gunfight, but he could at least kill this lieutenant if push came to shove.

Another car began to approach the checkpoint, still a couple of blocks off but slowly making its way to the soldiers.

“Guys, make a hole, let this doctor through. He is a great example of the only exceptions. He has to get blood samples over to the CDC in Denver,” Wigman said as he stepped back, motioning his men to let the Cadillac pass.
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Hunter detailed the warehouse as much as his traumatized brain would allow. Ironically, since Charlotte had struck Hunter with her car, there was a complete police report and an exact location, as Hunter couldn’t recall precisely where the accident had occurred.

Charlotte pulled up a map on her tablet of the intersection and, with the help of Hunter, was able to retrace his steps back to the block where he’d started to run from the warehouse.

He was able to remember that the structure was large and stone, with an exterior made of brick in the back, but he’d never run around the front to see it from the road. Instead, he had run haphazardly through the woods and popped out in front of Charlotte’s car.

So, it wasn’t possible to retrace his steps to the exact building, but they were able to trace them back to a block range that contained numerous warehouses all made with similar brick.

“I see, that’s great news. I can’t believe that boy turned up. Those warehouses are in the industrial area near Albemarle Road. I’d say you’re looking at ten to fifteen larger warehouses tops. Grab a ride with the fly boys, see what you can see from the air. Maybe that will help narrow down the building to check,” McKinney explained to Charlotte as his captain was also beeping in on the conversation. “Damn, captain’s on the other line.”

“Send him to voicemail and call him back after. We need to hash this out,” Charlotte said.

“Already did. Look, I’m stuck down here in Canopy; they won’t let me back into Mecklenburg. The sickness is apparently spreading, and I’m caught down here. I’ll call VICE and get some undercover officers for you to use for surveillance. Once you’ve narrowed the building down, put those guys out, and they will be able to either ID your suspect and/or ID the location of the warehouse,” McKinney explained.

“Solid plan. I’ll also get a tac-team close in case we can ID the suspect, and they can do a covert apprehension. Hell, I’ll call my old fugitive squad. They’ll be happy to help.”

“You might also consider having Bran ready. He would be helpful in clearing the warehouse once you’ve found it. I mean, hell, that dog is spot on when it comes to ‘hunting the man’. He will keep all of your guys on the ground safer,” McKinney said.

“Sounds good, I’ll hit up the helicopter unit now. Be safe, see ya soon,” Charlotte said.

Jamie Jones stood on top of the Mecklenburg Hospital as the wind whipped and danced around his legs. He looked over the edge. That’s a hell of drop, he thought.

A matte green UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter circled the hospital’s roof, pushing air to the roofline, flowing it past the doctor. The helo was on approach and attempting to land with the wind, on the helo-pad, just a short stair climb above the doctor.

Jamie closed his eyes as the rotor wash intensified upon landing. A soldier slid the side door open on the Black Hawk, and signaled Jamie it was ok for him to approach.

Jamie grabbed his bags and climbed the handful of stairs to the platform.

He gave the crew chief a nod and jumped into the bird.

Securing his gear as the crew chief boarded, he shut the door behind him. Then he spoke to the pilots through his headset, and the bird pitched up into the night sky.

The crew chief handed Jamie a headset, motioning for him to put it on.

“Hey sir, you can talk directly to me with your headset and hear the pilots, but won’t be able to talk directly to them,” the crew chief said. “We have been briefed on your role. We are about a ten-minute flight to the search and rescue morgue where patient zero is. To our east is ground zero, where they found him. Those dumb fucks should have left him there.”

“I wish they had. Would have made everyone’s job that much easier,” Jamie replied.

“Look doc, out there,” the crew chief said as he pointed at the town below. “It’s fucking imploding, sir. The city…whatever this thing is has created pockets of anarchy, and a lot of scared motherfuckers. When we land, you’ll get off and go inside. This bird will take off again and circle the area.”

Jamie nodded in understanding.

He wished the crew chief would go with him, but couldn’t blame him for not doing so. He knew he couldn’t protect him from the virus, and had only brought enough P.P.E for himself.

“Doc, we will have about twenty minutes’ worth of fuel for you to fuck around inside. But don’t fuck around as we will leave you,” he said with jest. “Give me your wrist.”

Jamie held his left hand out as the crew chief strapped a small black watch on him. It looked like a flat glass prism, with a black strap.

“This is a strobe. It’s infrared, so our pilots can spot it while flying with their night vision. I turned it on, so just make sure you have it on your wrist when you are ready to get picked up. Once we see the strobe back outside, we’ll land and get you.”

“Copy that. I need to start getting ready,” Jamie said, pulling gear from his bags.
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Varnum’s headlights lit the night as he traversed the back mountain roads. He was a nostalgic guy when it came to music, loathing the other doctors who preferred classical piano and brass as they cut on their patients. Varnum took out a cassette tape, sniffed the brown elastic stripe that made the magic, and plopped it into his tape deck. Motley Crue was his poison; it was soothing to his soul and one of the best 80’s hair bands in his collection.

The music played loud and proud, just like Varnum’s night life. While he hid his doings from the world, he was proud enough of his killings that he kept most of the girls, and on some occasions, also the other people who got in the way. He referred to those people as wits—they were unwittingly interfering with his needs.

Varnum torched a Camel, inhaling deeply on the tasty white smoke as he began to cruise for another girl. In the past, he had taken his time and targeted specific women, most of the time stalking them and watching from a distance for long periods. But on occasion, his primal urge was too strong to resist.

So, he would go cruising, and when he saw the right one, wouldn’t hesitate.

He pulled up at a four-way stop light flashing red all around, like a firetruck sitting motionless at a fire. He noticed the area of town was quite clean.

The lack of graffiti on buildings and signs was discouraging to him. He knew that whores frequented seedy areas, and the best way to hunt one was to know where to hunt.

The fact that homeless people hadn’t set up camps and weren’t begging for money at every street corner told him he was hunting on the wrong side of town. The lack of family dollar stores, pawn shops and strip clubs also told Varnum to look elsewhere.

That seedy side of life bred filth in its many forms, and filth was what Varnum yearned for.
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“It’s like a ghost town down there,” the crew chief said as the Black Hawk circled Mecklenburg’s search and rescue facility. The hangar door was ajar, dust blowing across the helo-pad from the rotor wash, with a few vacant vehicles parked in an eschewed manner.

One truck in particular was missing its front tires as it lay on its axle.

The writing on the pickup’s passenger door read Search and Rescue in bold black lettering. The chopper pitched and banked left around the parking area, painting a gruesome picture.

A hospital gurney sat outside the main entrance, strangely lowered to about a foot off the ground, with the outline of a body underneath a darkly stained sheet that had once been white.

“Copy that,” the crew chief said.

“Did you get that, doc? The pilot says he can squeeze no more than twenty-five minutes for you, before we are at bingo fuel, two-five, not a second longer. You got that, doc?”

“I copy.” Jamie answered as he noticed the rotor wash strip the dirty sheet off of the gurney below. It revealed what they thought was hiding under it. “I’m going off comms and zipping in. Once I give you the thumbs up, I’m ready and you can land.”

“Roger that, doc.”

The crew chief turned his attention to the pilots briefly, giving them a thumbs up as he hung his torso out of the gunner’s window. The air hit his face like a cool ocean breeze, but smelled of bloated death. He struck a red flare and dropped it on the concrete below.

Then he repeated this act three more times as the chopper circled the buildings, with each flare landing around the concrete corners in front of the hangar.

Doctor Jamie Jones was an old hat at working outbreaks. He had worked them in the four corners of the world. Everywhere. But not here. Not at home.

He knew the stakes were high and most people he loved would probably die.

He closed his eyes.

Lord, please guide me and protect me. Keep us all safe, Lord, but most of all, take care of my family; he prayed silently as he donned the full-face hood, pulling the cord from over his shoulder, sealing himself off from the world.

Jamie was now encapsulated in his Level-A hazmat suit. He looked like a walking blue plastic tarp, with a clear face shield.

Jamie tapped the crew chief on his shoulder and gave him a thumbs up as he turned around. He returned the gesture, and the pilot broke his left-hand bank and began to descend into the dancing red lights flickering off of the flares.
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The Cadillac hummed on the freshly paved asphalt. The town’s utilities were small just like its population. The pavement was so fresh, lines had yet to be painted on them, and small bits of black tar and gravel flung up into the wheel wells as he drove.

Canopy was a small town with a population of under two thousand people. After the virus, they’d be lucky to exist at all.

Varnum enjoyed his music as he drove, passing tree after tree, while puffing on his cigarette. His window was cracked, so he could flick the ashes into the world.

His hair was blowing in the breeze as he began to smell the familiar odor of bloated meat.

Up ahead, he noticed blue and red flashing lights. He approached, but always avoided the authorities when he could.

His had been the only car on the road as the lockdowns were in full effect.

Varnum pulled onto a side street, leading into a small neighborhood riddled with cookie-cutter ranch-style homes. They’re all the same, he thought as he slowed his speed. He pulled to the side of the road momentarily, pulling out his little black bag of medicine.

Just in case, he thought as he withdrew a syringe and piped it full of his favorite green liquid. The cocktail would not only immobilize his victim, but it would also heighten their senses, allowing them to feel sensations on a greater level. Especially pain.
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Jamie stepped from the helicopter with a black pelican case in hand. The chopper lifted off, gaining altitude as the rotor wash punished the earth below.

“Will you look at that? He looks like a fucking astronaut carrying a lunch box into hell,” the crew chief said, as he watched Jamie walk past the flares, casting red shadows reminiscent of Dante’s inferno surrounding the tormented souls of hell.

He walked straight ahead toward the open hangar door.

His pulse quickened as sweat ran down his face. His suit was airtight; as he walked, it made a sound consistent with a child ripping open presents Christmas morning.

Jamie approached the white pick-up lying on its front axle from behind the bed of the truck. He walked alongside of it, placing his hand on the passenger side hood and noticed it move downward. He stopped. Why did that just move? he wondered.

He took another step and noticed the truck lurch again. And again. He leaned over, and through the rotted fender well, peered under the truck.

What was left of a man lay on his back as the weight of the truck’s axle compressed his chest. The mustache gave his sex away, that and his name tag read “Hos”.

Jamie noticed the movement was from a dark-colored wolf eating the man’s armpit.

His muzzle was deep inside of the man, moving him with every bite of flesh. Every time the animal tore off a sliver of meat, the man’s torso moved, causing the pickup to seesaw. He looked at the repugnant scene and then kept walking in hopes the wolf would ignore him.

He shifted past the truck, keeping his attention on the wolf. After a few yards, Jamie was confident the wolf was too preoccupied to pay him any mind.

Jamie moved closer to the flickering red shadows bouncing off of the hangar.

The building was large enough for a private jet and a few offices. He knew from the past that the search and rescue’s temporary morgue was inside and off to the back corner.

He walked through the open door and noticed a dirty handprint smeared on the wall inside. Blood? he wondered. It was dark and sinuous. He moved past it; now noticing that, with every step, his feet were leaving footprints in a layer of filth covering the concrete floor.

Jamie found a set of light switches; no power. “Fuck me,” he whispered as he turned his flashlight on and kept walking. Pelican case in hand, he was breathing faster than he anticipated.

Glancing at his gauges, he estimated he had about fifty minutes of air left in his Scott air tank. Straight ahead, he noticed a black metal door, closed and staring at him. Its presence reminded him of the twin little girls standing in the hallway of the Overlook Hotel, from a book he loved, The Shining. Creepy and macabre. The door represented the opening to death, to hell, and—for some people affected by this new plague—a perpetual sorrow.

He knew this door was to the morgue’s cooler. Jamie also knew that patient zero would be inside of that room; he just didn’t know who it would be. His colleague Nathan Wing had explained to him that it was a white male named Tom Porter, but he would not assume the labeled bodies would be accurately tagged—if there were more than just one.

Jamie pulled the door open.
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Varnum capped the syringe and placed it inside of his jacket pocket. The night was getting long in the tooth, and, with the lockdowns, he was beginning to feel at a loss.

He drove again, slowly passing each house, but not so slow that it would draw attention. He knew the red of his car would stick out, but he didn’t care. He loved the color red.

Varnum rolled all four windows down, turning his music to a soft roar as Motley Crue played “Shout at the Devil”. His tires bumped speedbumps for the next fifteen minutes as he crusaded in and out of the neighborhood. He so desperately tried to find a way around the emergency personnel back on the main road, but the neighborhood didn’t appear to have a rear exit. He thought, if I could just get to the other side of town, where the hookers walk the streets in sly outfits. The other side of town, where U.S. 6 crosses through the Box Passage and—.

That was when it hit him.

Canopy, Colorado was a small town parallel with Mecklenburg, and Route 3—the road he took into town—connected Canopy and Mecklenburg in the south, and U.S. 6 connected Mecklenburg to Blackhawk and Canopy in the North. He couldn’t drive much farther before he would be at ground zero of the infection—Box Pass.

He thought about turning around and going home. Go back to his wife and his dead girls in the warehouse. “FUCK!” he screamed. His primal urges were, on occasion, uncontrollable. He reached for the handle to the glovebox, popping it open. He always kept a bottle of aspirin on hand. Sure enough, a small white bottle fell out.

“It’s never fucking easy, is it?” he said rhetorically to himself as he popped a couple of pills. He enjoyed chewing them and liked the pasty acidic taste they provided.
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Cold air rushed past Jamie, creasing his thick plastic bio-hazard suit.

The open hangar door caused a vacuum effect when the morgue’s door was breached. Jamie left firm footprints across the threshold as he entered. With every second he spent inside, his life-sustaining air slowly ran out. Like a pour-over coffee, one drip at a time, the water would eventually stop flowing through the filter.

Even encapsulated inside of his suit, Jamie could feel the cold of the room. He knew the power was out, but the room was special. For all intents and purposes, the room was a morgue.

It even ran a small diesel generator specifically for this room, with a solar backup.

Jamie flicked the switch on the wall, illuminating the static-sounding overhead florescent lights. The hum of the lighting shoved a chill under Jamie’s skin.

The room was sectioned off in parts, with an obvious area for prepping the dead, a section for cleaning and clothing, and one for autopsies. The far wall was different from all of the rest. It was metal, top to bottom, adorned with several small doors stacked one on top of each other.

Each door appeared to be square and large enough that a human body could slide in and out. This was where the dead were kept. The freezer.

A man lay on the autopsy table with a white sheet spread across him, from his neck to his ankles. The man’s face was waxy and pale. Lifeless, like an old doll. He didn’t look real. The lack of blood, Jamie thought, makes a person look alien in death.

Lifting his toe tag, there was no name written.

John Doe, he thought.

Metal groaned above Jamie. It brought his attention to the ceiling, as the lights flickered in and out with static.

“Fucking rats in the ceiling,” he said to himself as he moved through the room.

Jamie opened the first small door, finding it empty. He shut it and moved to the next one. He opened it, revealing cold arctic air and a thick black plastic bag. He slid the body out.

The platform was performed just like a kitchen drawer—easy to open and easy to shut.

The protocol was to place the bodies in headfirst, so they could easily be identified by their toe tags when they were pulled out.

Jamie unzipped the bag from the feet to the knees. He pulled a small metal table up next to him, and read the tag wrapped around the deceased’s toe. Another John Doe. But the tag also revealed that the body had been autopsied. Which meant all of the blood had been drained.

Jamie opened up his pelican case and pulled out a small black bag. It resembled an old cigarette holder that a grandmother would have held her smokes in. He articulated the closure and the end of it opened wide, resembling a largemouth bass. He retrieved a small plastic case from inside, and that case held his scalpel.

Jamie used one hand to hold the dead man’s leg as he cut a tissue sample from him. He couldn’t take the chance of leaving that morgue without blood and tissue samples.

He zipped the bag into his bag of mortality, secured the sample in a plastic vial, and moved on to the next door.

It opened and air slipped out again, so cold it briefly appeared as smoke in the room.

The lights flickered with static as he noticed a distinctive difference between the contour of the first body bag and this freshly emerged one. Jamie unzipped the bag, again in the direction from the feet toward the head.

As the bag opened, it revealed the secret it held. There were no feet, no legs, no hips. Jamie unzipped the bag all the way to the man’s concave head. He assumed it was a man as there were also no genitalia, but a toe tag tied to the body’s wrist that read ‘Tom Porter.’

The tag also established the body had not been processed. “Let’s see if we can get a blood sample from you, Mr. Zero.”

Jamie’s pulse quickened as he subconsciously knew Tom Porter was indeed patient zero. He needed a blood and tissue sample to take back; as well as samples from anyone else left in that morgue. He needed to gather as much biological evidence as he could, in order to support or decry the samples taken from Tom’s wife, down in Denver.

Jamie prepped a syringe and softly slid the needle into Tom’s carotid artery. Even though the vein was flat and lifeless, Jamie knew he was inside of it.

He pulled back on the plunger with the anticipation of withdrawing enough remaining stagnant blood to establish a quality sample. Nothing happened. A few drops pulled out, but mainly air. He stood holding an empty syringe. Hmm, now what? he thought.

He pushed the plunger, clearing the syringe.

Jamie moved his attention to Tom’s arm. He slid the needle into the vein toward his heart, again pulling back on the plunger, and again coming up blank. He tried again. Nothing.

“Fuck, all of his blood is gone. Drained out. His body purged it all before he fucking died. What a son of a bitch,” he said. Doctor Jamie Jones was an expert in his field, highly educated and cold as ice when it came to medicine. He knew the last place he would find enough blood for a sample would be inside of Tom’s heart.
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“Fuck it,” Varnum said, throwing the bottle of aspirin into the floorboard and abruptly making a U-turn in the road. As he turned, his headlights shined into a small house on the corner. He quickly caught the glimpse of a female pacing back and forth in her living room.

He completed his turn, pulled to the side of the street, and cut his lights. He could see her perfectly in his passenger side mirror. She appeared to be upset, yet attractive.

She piqued his interest enough that his biological anatomy became aroused.

Oddly enough, for how nice the neighborhood was, it was absent of streetlights. The day was waning late into the night and the area was pitch dark.

Is she the one? Is she worth getting caught over? Spending life in jail over? Dying for?

“There’s only one way to find out,” he said to himself as he stepped out of his car.

He double checked that his ‘syringe of fun’ was still in his pocket, softly closed the door and walked to a patch of woods directly in front of the girl’s house.
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“Where the fuck are his legs?” Jamie asked himself. He pushed the drawer containing Tom’s body back into the freezer and opened the door below it. He pulled the drawer out enough for him to realize it was empty. He checked his air—plenty of time left—but then heard the whooping air sound of a hovering helicopter.

The words twenty-five minutes till bingo fuel echoed in his head.

He opened the freezer door containing what was left of Tom Porter, and slid him out as the ball bearings squealed.

He was moving with a purpose now, ignoring the flickering lights and sticky floor.

Jamie left Tom briefly, moving over to the area where obvious autopsies were performed. He needed tools to help him access Tom’s heart. One drawer at a time, he opened them up, peering inside, picking up tools, but then settling on a simple bone saw.

He had to crack his chest open just enough to pull some blood from his heart.

Jamie moved quickly as he knew his ride couldn’t wait on him, even if they wanted to.

He used his scalpel to cut access to Tom’s breastbone. He wasn’t precise. He cut Tom from his neck all the way to the open ribs below. Jamie picked up the bone saw and inserted the tip in the open area where the belly used to be. With the tip of the blade inside at the top, the teeth grabbed the bone and Jamie pushed and pulled four to five times as it crunched and cracked open. The feeling in Jamie’s hands as he sawed Tom open was gritty, like teeth scraping cement.

He laid the bone saw on the stainless-steel platform next to Tom.

Knowing that Tom was infected, he cautiously inserted his fingers through the gap the bone saw left and pulled his chest apart. With a little force, the breastbone and what ribs were left snapped like dry tree branches.

Jamie heard the UH-60 Black Hawk overhead again. This time, it was so close, the hangar shook as if a small tornado whipped around outside.

“This should work,” he said as he slid the needle into the left ventricle of Tom’s dead crimson heart. He felt the pop of the needle entering, then pulled back on the plunger.

A red life-sustaining liquid filled the syringe as he pulled.

“There we go, baby. One, two, three, come on, keep coming. I need as much as you can give me, nine, ten,” Jamie said with an air of confidence.

He stopped pulling blood, then transferred what he had in his syringe into a vial. He repeated this process, pulling out another 10cc’s of blood from Tom’s decaying heart.

Jamie heard a metal bang reverberating from within the hangar.

He quickly transferred the blood vials into his padded pelican case, then retrieved the tissue sample from the first body and secured it inside the case as well.

He knew his time was nearly out, so he activated the beacon the crew chief had strapped to his wrist and turned to exit the morgue.

Jamie was wearing a level-A bio-suit with a Scott air pack underneath, providing his air. It was heavy and cumbersome. The system provided him safety from the sixty percent fatality rate virus they were trying to contain to save the town. But it wouldn’t protect him from the large dark silver wolf starting at him from the doorway. The wolf was larger than he’d thought it was when he saw it outside; its muzzle was colored in a dark gruel it had acquired while eating the man under the truck.

The wolf stood in his way of leaving this kill shed. Death lived in this room but was also spreading throughout the town. He didn’t have time to waste.

The wolf walked in the morgue with a purpose, staring at Jamie with his yellow eyes. He had been eating a man earlier, but obviously hadn’t filled his belly.

The wolf stopped near the autopsy table, sniffing the air back and forth. He had found something he liked but couldn’t source it.

Jamie stepped away from Tom’s body, leaving him exposed to the air and slowly, a few inches at a time, put distance between himself and the remains of Tom Porter.

The wolf eyed him with concern but held his nose high in the air. He can’t smell me, Jamie thought. I’m in this sealed suit, and he can’t smell me at all. He can see me but smells Tom.

Jamie grabbed his pelican case and continued to slide his way slowly to the door. He was on the opposite side of the table from the wolf now. The creature placed his front paws on the table and jumped up slowly, sniffing the air with a purpose.

He’s over there, you dumb fuck, thought Jamie as he froze in place. The wolf stared at Jamie now, on top of the table. His size brought him eye to eye with him. Jamie stood frozen like a statue as the wolf moved his muzzle to within inches of Jamie’s face shield. He stared into the beast’s yellow, seedy eyes. The wolf sniffed again—steam exiting his nostrils as he cut his eyes away from Jamie.

Before the steam evaporated, the wolf’s head rotated toward the freezers. He sniffed a final time and leaped onto the platform holding Tom’s torso. The wolf licked the dried-up muck from Tom’s open chest cavity. Then it inhaled a last breath, shoved its muzzle inside of Tom, and slowly began to feast.
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Varnum lifted the compact binoculars to his face. This would be his first up-close look at the girl. “Beggars can’t be choosers,” he said, smirking as he focused the adjustment knob, bringing the girl into perfect view.

He used the branch of the oak tree to stabilize the binos as he stalked the girl.

He was smiling as he viewed her. He was pleased. There is only one car in the driveway, and the dumb shit left her garage open, he thought, and she must live alone.

Varnum took his time viewing the women.

Ah, she’s a pretty girl, taller than my usual finds, but not too tall. Maybe six feet, one hundred and seventy pounds, mostly in her ass. Man, do I like a meaty ass, thought Varnum.

He couldn’t quite tell her age, but no matter. He watched her. Sometimes, he would watch his victims for days, but he didn’t have that luxury at this point.

He just stood hidden among the trees, watching. Sweating in the dark.

Smiling.

Dreaming.

The girl turned on another light, this time from the corner lamp of the living room. This verified that the girl had red hair, a low-grade tone of red, not bright, but not strawberry blonde either. It was a shade of red that instilled a very pale skin and pink nipples.

“I do love a true ginger,” Varnum said as he made his decision.
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Jamie walked softly through the morgue’s entrance, firmly shutting the door, ultimately trapping the wolf inside. He exhaled, briefly calming his mind from near death. The hangar door was still open, and outside, the flares continued to cast off a dancing red light reminiscent of hell.

He could no longer hear the Black Hawk circling above.

Fuck me, I took too much time, he thought as he picked up his pace across the dirty hangar.

As he stepped back into the unknown world outside of the hangar, he noticed there was no longer a wolf feasting on the man under the Search and Rescue truck, but now there were three.

Wolves were pack animals, typically, but not solely. They tend to hunt in packs, he thought. At this point, “I’m in it to win,” he said as he picked up his pace, skirting the shadows of the hangar across the concrete helo-pad.

He tried desperately to stay as far away from the feasting animals as he could. Jamie walked, then heard a deep bellowing howl in the distance.

The wolves stopped feeding at the sound, one wolf returning the call with a baritone howl of his own. The sound carried in the wind, upsetting his senses. That was when it happened. The meal interruption brought attention to Jamie’s presence.

He looked like an alien, with ghostly red flamed shadows bounding around him.

The wolves stopped feeding, all three directing their attention toward Jamie. They walked away from the dead man and spread out across the pavement, eyeing their new prey.

Jamie slowed his movement in an effort to dispel the wolves’ primordial notion that he was a threat. He knew if he ran, it would engage the prey drive deep inside the animals.

They would make a decision based on his movement, chase him down, and rip his body apart. With his pelican case full of samples in hand, he moved as he began to hear rotor blades wafting and thudding in the distance.

He could hear a slight electronic ring in the air. He knew it was his IR beacon the crew chief had given him.

“Hurry up, guys, these fucks aren’t going to let me go,” he said as he slowly walked.

The first wolf broke into a loping trot. It was as if the wolf knew the doctor was an easy target. Jamie took off running as fast as he could, still encapsulated in his bio-suit.

The second wolf paralleled Jamie, as if toying with him as well, and the third followed a few feet behind the first. They were all dingy and dirty, but as they picked up speed, it insinuated they were healthy wolves. Jamie ran. He had at least an eighty-yard head start on them.

But the alpha wolf had the best angle and was gaining ground.

Jamie’s bio-suit and Scott air pack weighed him down, so it was like he was trying to swim while holding a cinderblock. He had no chance of outrunning the impending death.
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“I’ve got flash, at our three o’clock,” relayed the pilot, maneuvering the chopper to a better altitude for an approach.

“Copy, flash at our three,” replied the crew chief. He knew the ‘flash’ was the infrared strobe he had attached to Doctor Jones before they dropped him off.

The crew chief sat back in his seat behind his door gun.

The Black Hawk was equipped with a volcan M-134 minigun using six rotating barrels to protect the chopper with a NATO 7.62 round.

“He’s running,” the crew chief said.

The green hue projected from the side of the crew chief’s eyes as he watched Jamie run along the front of the hangar, his IR strobe bouncing up and down as Jamie swung his arms.

The red flares outlining the perimeter of the concrete helo-pad were nearly dead, fizzing down to a dim red flicker as the chopper gained perspective the closer they came to Jamie.

“He’s got some trouble on his six. Wolves! They’re closing in on him,” the crew chief said. “Chappy, slide left, turn ninety to clear my shot. I’m going hot!”

“Copy, I’ll bring you in for a clean run.”

The chopper was at five hundred feet above the ground, continuing its forward momentum as the pilot turned the chopper ninety degrees and slipped right, giving the crew chief an unobstructed view on the chaos ensuing below.

Jamie ran as fast as his legs would carry him, while the weight of the world literally and figuratively stood heavy on his shoulders.

As he ran past the far end of the hangar into the open concrete lot, he noticed a yellow ‘fire’ flash at him from the incoming chopper. The mini gun had opened up, ripping a steady line through the corner of the metal airplane hangar past which the doctor had run. It looked like a buzz saw as the rounds ate away the metal from altitude.

Jamie could hear a brrrrrrrrtttttt sound reverberating off the structures as a wave of red followed each bullet. The tracer rounds were evil and haunting as the sheer amount of them lit the sky like a laser. His hearing was muffled by the bio-suit, but the death occurring behind him was anything but silent.

The mini gun rained brass on the concrete pad below as the bullets ripped through the hangar, cutting all three wolves down as they ran. The impacting shots were many and left bloody, eviscerated entrails across the concrete.

The wolves were cut to pieces, as if a mad butcher had worked them over.

“Give me one more pass,” the crew chief said as the chopper banked into a circular motion, lining up a new approach. The crew chief stayed his gun and, while still under night vision, scanned the area for additional threats. “Threat eliminated, let’s pick up our guy,” he said.

Jamie stood staring at the bloody meat that used to be the wolves. Dark hairy parts garnished the concrete like a deer carcass on a highway, staining the souls of onlookers as they passed. They were no longer an issue, and the old Search and Rescue pickup which lay on the body the wolves had been feasting on, was now on fire in the distance.

His suit shook with the air pushing down from the Black Hawk’s rotor blades, as it landed on the helo-pad behind him. Jamie took the crew chief’s hand and climbed back aboard the chopper.


THE SEARCH FOR A CURE
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“Two minutes out, sir,” the crew chief said.

“I can’t thank you enough for saving me back there. I hate to say this—hell, I’m embarrassed to ask, but I never caught your name,” Doctor Jamie Jones explained.

“It’s Brian—Brian Talent,” the crew chief answered with a laugh. “My wife tells me I’m the best thing to ever come out of north Georgia, but she’s partial. At least Denver is outside of the quarantine bubble, so they will take good care of you here at the CDC, sir.”

The Black Hawk hovered as it swung its tail rotor to the south, illuminating the pilot’s visor from the rising sun in the east. The chopper flared aft, slowing to a hover just before setting down on the roof of the CDC facility in Denver.

“I’ll see you soon,” Doctor Jones said as he took his headset off and grabbed his hard case containing the samples. He had since tossed his used bio-suit from the chopper, keeping only the Scott air tank, mask, and the samples he had collected.

The chopper came to a stop, leaving the rotors circulating.

Jamie jumped out with his gear and made his way into the hospital.

“We’re clear,” the crew chief said to the pilots, sliding the aluminum-skinned door closed.

The chopper increased power, lifting off and pitching into the wind.

A biohazard team met Doctor Jones on the roof of the hospital. They took control of the pelican case containing the samples, placing the black box inside of a larger white box that when opened, emitted a vapor cloud—presumably from the dry ice.

“Sir, let’s get you into decontamination and then we can help you get to work on the samples,” a man in a bio-suit mumbled through his mask.

Doctor Jones nodded in agreement and followed the team.
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Varnum had watched the girl all night, his hands sweating from holding his binoculars. It was time. He had made the decision hours ago that she was the one, and now it was time to act.

It was time to satisfy his needs.

The sun, rising as the early morning dew, gave way to footprints, and John Varnum walked across the girl’s yard, slipping into her still open garage door.

He grinned as his palm continued to sweat and he turned the doorknob.

Silly girl, Varnum thought, she left her door unlocked. Well, she’ll learn the hard way that you just never know who’ll come visiting if you don’t lock up.

He walked into the kitchen, unabated, with a demented smirk. His running shoes were still damp from the grass, leaving distinctive prints on the floor as well as a slight squeak.

Varnum heard a faint metallic click as the girl’s automatic coffee maker turned on. He knew the redhead would be up soon, and that would not make for an easy target.

He smelled the fresh dripping coffee, and softly walked to the stairs.

He did not know much about the house, but when the female had turned in for the night, he watched her walk up a flight of stairs just visible from his night’s perch.

I waited too long, didn’t I? Varnum thought.

His mind was pondering outcomes if the girl would stir. He looked up the wooden stairs, pulled out a syringe, and with the flick of his thumb, uncapped the needle.

Varnum slid his shoes off, so as not to make a sound on those wooden stairs. He stepped softly, pushing his weight up slowly, avoiding disturbing the girl with a creaky rung. The wood cooperated all the way to the top landing.

It was carpeted and felt cool and soft on his bare feet. Varnum stood motionless, eyeing a short hallway with two doors on each side. He was in uncharted territory and hadn’t the faintest clue where the girl was, just like when his mother used to punish him. She would tell him to take his pants off as a child, then he would go lie across his bed and wait for her to come spank him.

He never knew where she was or when the pain was coming.

All of the doors were shut, but he could distinctively hear the shower turn on from behind the first door to his right.

She’s up. I waited too long, but I like to watch. Maybe I should leave? I’m going to leave, he thought as he played different scenarios over and over in his head. He knew it was safer for him to grab the girl as she slept if she was inside of her own home.

On the streets, he could play a different game and convince anyone to go with him.

But not from inside their own homes. No, if they were inside, it was all about surprise and getting that needle—full of his special cocktail—into their bloodstream as quick as possible.

Stop being a bitch and go take what’s yours. You need this.

Varnum’s mind assured him he was indeed going through with the plan.

He could hear the distinctive metallic shriek of a shower curtain being drawn open and then, a moment later, closed. He knew now was his chance.

He would take her as the girl would not be expecting it.

She would be at her most vulnerable—naked and unsuspecting as she showered.

He opened the door, now moving with a purpose. Not so fast as to miss any details, but with a thoughtful intent. He moved into the bedroom, noting clothing on the floor and an unmade bed. He could hear the shower and see the steam emitting from the cracked bathroom door.

The steam was thick and hazy, and the door was cracked just enough to show him the Carolina blue shower curtain inside and to his immediate right.

A green drop of liquid leached from the tip of the needle as Varnum brought the syringe up in his hand, right there near his shoulder as if it were a knife. He was ready to strike.

With a fluid motion, Varnum pushed open the bathroom door, turning to his right and flinging open the watery curtain.

Standing naked in disbelief, Melissa grabbed her grandfather’s 101st Airborne statue, that she kept in plain sight on her dresser next to where she had been standing.

John Varnum walked past her and into the bathroom.

The statue was small, with an eight-inch metal soldier rigged up ready to jump from an airplane. The base was granite and weighed enough to crack the back of the bad man’s skull.

He was leaning into the shower when she hit him.

He dropped as if God had taken away every bone in his body. John Varnum lay on the floor like a pile of Jell-O, bleeding from his head as moisture dripped from Melissa’s face.

The brass plaque on the statue read Screaming Eagles, and that was exactly what Melissa looked like as she ran from her house, screaming at the top of her lungs.

She was naked, with blood speckled across her chest and arms… running for her life.
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Doctor Jamie Jones stood inside of his lab. He was freshly showered and running through the decontamination protocols. With a quick bite to eat and cup of coffee, Jamie was poring over the data Doctor Yvette Smallwood had sent him. Each email was detailing her findings, yet he couldn’t read her synopsis. The pictures and videos were fine. The MRI was fine too, but not her words. He couldn’t take a chance of being skewed to one side or another.

He had to analyze his samples first, reach his own conclusion, comparing it with Yvette’s.

“Jamie, the room is ready whenever you are,” Mike said. He had been assisting Jamie all over the world and played a major role in the 2018 Ebola outbreak in the Congo. They were close friends and spent a lot of time together.

“Let’s get going then,” Jamie replied.

Both men walked to the ready room, much like an ‘Alaskan room’ where you walked in and dressed. It looked like a small hall separated from the outside world with doors on both sides.

The men walked in, and the air pressure noticeably changed as they secured the door behind them. They each stood on a blue “X” six feet apart as Jamie tapped the blue button on the wall in front of him. They closed their eyes and mouths as air rushed past them from all corners of the room, overhead and below.

A tone sounded and a green light illuminated as they turned to the next door. It opened with a metallic click. This door was noticeably heavier as they pushed it open.

Walking into the next room, the light stayed red until they shut the door behind them. Again, a noticeable change in air pressure as the door was secured.

“I’ll help you first, Jamie,” Mike said as he pulled a positive pressure suit from the rack. Jamie did the same, and both men used a separate air hose protruding from the ceiling.

They filled each suit airtight, testing them for leaks. They double-checked each other’s suits, then the men helped each other dress. The men then stepped into the suits and added a headset for communications, again filling them completely with air.

Last, the men donned the gloves, taping them for a complete seal.

Doctor Jones gave a thumbs up to the camera.

“Test, test, can you hear me in there?” Jamie said into his microphone.

“Loud and clear, Doctor Jones,” the operator replied.

“Test, test.”

“We have you both now. Loud and clear. You are safe to proceed. Code is 1220,” the operator said. Each day, the code to the lab was changed as it held samples of the deadliest diseases known to man. Jamie typed the code into the metal box next to the door.

A light turned green, and the door cracked open with a draft of air.

Both men detached their air hose and walked into the lab.
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Melissa ran as fast as her legs could carry her. “HE’S GOING TO KILL ME!” she screamed.

She was naked, but it had never crossed her mind.

Melissa was in a panic. Like a cassette tape stuck on fast forward, she kept going and going until the tape ran out. Her adrenaline diminished, and her eyes widened as she slowed to a walk. She was breathing heavily as the sun began to peek over the houses in front of her.

Realizing the intruder was nowhere to be seen, she slowed her pace to a crawl.

Now, she noticed she was nude.

“Fuck me,” she mumbled.

She stopped on the sidewalk near Norman Avenue. She knew this street, blocks away from her home, deeper into the neighborhood; she knew her friend lived around the corner.

“Holy fuck, are you ok?” Kim asked as she stared at Melissa standing dirty and naked at her front door. Friends since college, never had Kim seen Melissa in such a physical state.

“Fuck no, he tried to kill me,” she said as she rushed into Kim’s house.

“Melissa, what the fuck is happening?”

She started crying. “Lock your door, I need a phone,” Melissa explained. “A man broke into my house and was trying to—hell I don’t know what he wanted. He either was going to rape or kill me for all I know. I—I think I killed him.”

Kim wrapped a blanket around Melissa and noticed the blood on her hand and sprayed across her chest. “My God, you need an ambulance, and I’m calling the police.”

“OH, MY GOD, HE WAS GONNA KILL ME, KIM,” Melissa said as her body shook.

Kim made the call.
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“Doctor Jones, we will be filming and recording your work today. In case of an emergency, under no circumstances will we let you out of this room. The room will go into full decontamination mode and we will deal with you and your assistant after the fact. Do you understand?” the operator asked.

Jamie and Mike both gave a thumbs up, “We copy; it’s not our first rodeo,” Mike quipped as the men took an overhead air hose, plugging themselves in.

“Mike, prep the scopes, and I’ll grab the first sample,” Jamie said as he cracked open the white case. A smoke escaped the box as he lifted the lid.

His first task was to more properly store the samples by transferring them to a large liquid-nitrogen-cooled cylindrical lead-lined tank, wrapped in stainless steel.

Jamie took the tissue sample and transferred it to the new tank. Then he took the blood sample and walked it over to the frontend automation rack.

“Well, let’s see what we are dealing with, Mike,” he said, loading the sample onto the rack.

Jamie pushed a green button, and the machine pulled the sample into its core. It rocked and shimmied as it ran the vial of blood through the computerized centrifuge.

It spun the blood, separating the red blood cells, platelets and plasma. The computer then pushed the vial over to aliquoting, where it would generate a precise sample to be analyzed. Finally, the vial was labeled with a barcode and recorded into archives.

Mike had a twin set of light microscopes set up, as well as a scanning electron microscope, just in case. “Jamie, I have the left microscope set up with a known sample of the bubonic plague, and the right scope is for your sample to compare it to.”

“Good deal,” Jamie said as the sample of Tom Porter’s blood was loaded, ready to view.

Jamie took his time viewing the sample and made sure it was projected onto the computer screens as well. “Command, are you seeing this?” he asked.

Command had been watching the process from the communication center on several wall-mounted monitors. The magnification started at two-hundred times. They could see the blood flowing as what appeared to be islands adrift on a river’s current.

The magnification was turned up to eight hundred times now. The blood cells now coagulated and appeared as little red and white lifeboats drifting in a river. Jamie turned the magnification to two thousand times, and the visual river was now darker, and the lifeboats of blood cells were bloated. But now, the cells were being attacked.

There were gray tubular bacteria present, feeding on the red cells.

“Command, do you see the gray tubulars within the sample?” Jamie asked. “In my opinion, that’s a zoonotic bacteria. What you are looking at is, in fact, the plague. Stand by and I’ll confirm with the known sample.”

Jamie looked at the known sample and stepped back from the scopes. “Mike, take a look at both of the samples. Both are at the same magnification. Tell me what you see.”

Mike stepped forward, viewing both samples for a period of time. It was less than a minute total, but for the CDC Command, it felt like a lifetime.

“Doctor Jones, what do you think it is?” a doctor from Command asked.

Jamie looked at both samples again, momentarily ignoring Command.

“Mike, did you see that obtuse, spider-looking nodular eating the blood cell? It was acting as if it were the immune system, eating bacteria. That’s the anomaly.”

“I do. My first thoughts were in fact the sample contains the Black Death, but there is that unidentified nodular. I’ve never seen that before,” Mike replied.

“That’s the variant… that’s the mutation,” Jamie said. “Command, my thoughts are in fact this is a new strain of the plague. Now, you have my opinion recorded and can chat amongst yourselves. I’ll compare my findings with Doctor Smallwood’s.”

“Doctor Jones, the CDC thanks you for your efforts. We will be anxiously awaiting your full report as soon you can have it ready.”

Jamie nodded and then stared off in the distance.
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“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

“My friend, she’s hurt. A man broke into her home and tried to kill her,” Kim explained to the dispatcher.

“I think I killed him. He was lying on my bathroom floor bleeding everywhere. I had to run!” Melissa said.

“Ma’am, my friend is explaining that she thinks the man is dead, inside of her home. He’s upstairs lying on her bathroom floor, apparently. She had to hit him on the head.”

“He is there now?” asked the dispatcher.

“Yes ma’am, she said she hit him with a statue. He didn’t move. He maybe dead,” Melissa explained.

“Are you both safe right now? I’ll send officers to you; give me the address where the suspect is,” asked the dispatcher, “then we’ll send someone to you too.”
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Mike secured both samples and began the decontamination procedures of the work area, as Jamie stood silently staring at the stainless-steel containers in the corner.

“Jamie, you good, buddy? Everything alright?” he asked.

“Give me a minute. I’m good, just thinking,” Jamie replied.

Mike continued to clean the area, then both men gave a thumbs up to the camera room and approached the exit door.

“The exit code is 3779. Once you’re through, I’ll decon the room,” a voice in their headsets explained.

Just as when they’d entered, Jamie punched in the code, this time into a black box, on the opposite side of the room from where they came in. A light turned green as a metallic sound echoed, the air leaving the room through the now cracked exit door.

Jamie pushed the door open, and both men walked into a small room emitting an overhead red light, which turned green as the door was sealed behind them. Mike pushed the button on the wall, emitting a decontamination blast of air and chemicals. The spray hit them from three-hundred-and-sixty degrees, killing anything that may have been attached.

The light turned white, and the men moved through the door on the far wall, into a final changing room.

“Jamie, what is it? I know you have something,” Mike asked as he stripped off his pressure suit.

Jamie pulled his zipper from his neck to his inner thigh. He pulled the hood off, discarded his headset, and turned off the communications receiver.

“Are you still hot?” he asked referring to his comms set.

“I’m off, what’s up? I know you have a theory, so spit it out. We are safe to talk now,” Mike replied, as he continued to strip the protective gear from his body.

Jamie continued the process of exiting the pressure suit, ripping off his interior set of rubber gloves. He sat on the bench that ran the length of the wall, pulling off the interior hospital pants. “I’ve seen that kind of spider nodular before; it wasn’t exactly the same, but damn close. But that time, it was only destroying the white blood cells. This one was destroying red blood cells while the plague bacteria destroyed the rest,” he said.

“Where was this?” Mike asked.

“Let me tell you a story, it’s the easiest way I can get you to see exactly what’s in my mind.

Her name was Susan Hodges. She was married to a local policeman named Joe Hodges. I had known Joe for years, but not as well as I knew his wife. I didn’t really even called him a friend. I knew him more in passing. I had helped him on a few cases back in the day, you know? Given him my medical opinion on a cause of death in a poisoning, where he believed the case to be a homicide. Turned out that he was right, and my opinion helped sway the jury. But that was a long time ago. That’s how I first met Joe.

“Fast forward a few years and his wife Susan fell ill. She had a seizure and her heart stopped. The ER personnel were able to bring her back, but only to realize two things. One, she had a brain tumor, and two, she had a rare and fatal blood disease known as P-N-H.”

“I’m familiar with P-N-H, it’s a horrible blood disease,” Mike interrupted.

“It is,” Jamie added and wiped a tear from his eye. “It was horrible to watch, and Joe took it hard. Anyway, his wife qualified for an experimental treatment. Well, qualified isn’t the word.

“More like, a hail-Mary pass at the end of the big game type of experimental treatment. She had no other choice—either participate or die. There were no other options, and this broke Joe’s heart. It killed his soul. You should’ve seen him; broken, he was. So anyway…

“Police and firemen lined up around the block to give blood samples, so did most of us from the hospital. The blood was all screened and separated based off the genetic markers needed for the experiment.

“Three samples were set aside, believing them to be Susan’s best chance of success.

“The three samples were used and all three failed,” Jamie explained.

“I hate that. Sometimes, we use patients as guinea pigs, and it sucks. But those studies could lead to success in the future, ultimately saving countless lives. It just hurts when it doesn’t save the one we want it to.”

“And that’s what happened. It didn’t save the one Joe wanted it to save. But I’ll get to that. So, the three samples didn’t work, which brought us to Joe’s. And when Joe gave his blood, doctors noticed a unique marker in it, so they performed subsequent tests on him.

“This revealed he not only had a unique blood marker, but also a unique DNA.

“Joe’s DNA would more than likely extend his life way past the normal expectancy. We both know the human genome is made up of forty-six molecules of twenty-four distinct types and twenty-three total pairs of chromosomes, and that Down’s Syndrome is caused by an extra full or partial copy of chromosome 21. Joe had all twenty-three pairs as any normal human, but he also had a twenty-fourth pair.”

“So, Joe is an anomaly, a medical miracle?” Mike asked. “Is this where you’ve seen that spider-like nodular before? In his bloodstream?”

“Yes. I helped out on that study. Even though his wife passed away, we learned more in that study than any other I’d ever worked. We picked up on Joe's unique ability, where his immune system would protect itself. His uniqueness could locate and destroy sickness within his body. But that additional chromosome was a medical mystery producing a green spider-like nodular that worked hand-in-hand with his immune system.

“He was like a living fountain of youth. That nodular paired perfectly with his immune system, creating a natural shield against bacteria and viruses.”

“Are you telling me Joe was incapable of catching a cold or a disease or what?”

“Well, in a way. Joe was capable of catching a cold or contracting a disease, but his body would destroy it before the natural spread could occur. It’s like his immune system was on steroids. Like his blood was the Incredible Hulk, capable of superhuman feats.

“I need to see if we still have his blood sample on file.”

“That’s crazy. In all my years, I’ve never seen such weird things, or even heard of anything like that.”
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“Charlie 232, Charlie 233 and 234,” dispatch radioed.

“Go for all three,” Officer Allman replied.

“All three units, please respond to a breaking and entering at 212 East Boyd Avenue. Caller states that a man broke into her home, and is possibly dead, lying on upstairs bathroom floor.

“Caller states she hit him with a statue, then ran from the house. Caller is injured and medic is en route to her location. Caller is standing by at 320 North 19th Street.”

“Headquarters, we aren’t far off. Start a fourth unit to the victim’s location,” officer Allman requested as all three responding officers had just finished their meal break together.
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“Look, Mike, I zoned out for a minute back there, thinking about this. That spider-like nodular was so similar…something in between the mutated plague sample and Joe Hodge’s blood sample. One was destroying the blood, while one was helping support the immune system.

“We need to get a sample of Joe’s blood, and see if we can synthesize a serum and use that to kill the mutation part of the plague. If the mutation is killed, we can cure the normal plague symptoms,” Doctor Jamie Jones said with wide eyes of hope.

“You’re saying you can use his blood to create a vaccine—a cure—is that what you’re telling me?” Mike asked.

“In a sense, yes. There are one of two outcomes for a vaccine, that I see. We could develop a vaccine to totally cure the virus, or the vaccine kills the mutation alone.

“If we kill the mutation, we could use traditional oxygen, IV fluids with doxycycline or ciprofloxacin, and respiratory support. Theoretically, this would cure the patient. So, yes, if we could create the right vaccine, it would be the first step in curing this outbreak.

“We would have a good shot of saving almost everyone,” Jamie explained. “I’ll compare findings with Doctor Smallwood, but yes, I think our next step is locating that blood sample, to start experimenting.”
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“Headquarters, we are pulling up, close the channel,” Officer Fowler radioed.

A tone echoed across the radio.

“All units, the channel is closed unless emergency traffic,” the dispatcher said.

The radio fell silent as the three officers parked around the corner from the victim’s house. The sun was still waning in the early morning sky, dew glistening off of the blades of grass.

The officers approached, pistols pointing at the windows, covering the front of the house. The pillar next to the porch displayed a black set of numbers vertically, 212.

They were at the right house and the front door was wide open.

“I’ve got the door,” Officer Fowler whispered. He was the point man as the trio made their way toward it. Officers Shields and Watts fell in behind Fowler as they entered the home.

The front door opened up to the living room with the stairs directly in front of them, leading up to the second floor.

The suspect had last been seen on the top floor, lying dead in the master bathroom. In the next breath, officers were slowly moving up the wooden steps, searching for the suspect.

Officers Fowler and Shields were offset from each other, both pointing their service pistols in front of them, Watts guarding their backs.

At the top of the stairs, officers began to see small amounts of blood at first, but it became more prevalent the closer they got to the master bathroom.

The bedroom door was open, and they slowly cleared as much of the room as they could from the hallway. Finally entering, they cleared it, Shields moving directly to the bathroom in which the suspect had last been seen.

He stepped inside to a blood-smeared floor, a torn-down shower curtain and a statue of a silver World-War-II-era airborne soldier, lying on the cracked tile floor.

Varnum was gone.

“Bathroom’s clear,” Shields said softly. He pointed back out to the hallway, “Obviously, the suspect’s not dead, let’s clear the rest of the house.”

The blood trail jellied on top of the carpet in crimson blobs, led out into the hallway and simply disappeared.

The officers methodically cleared the rest of the house, with no sign of the suspect.

John Varnum had vanished like dust in the wind. Gone.


THE HUNT BEGINS
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Bran whined as Charlotte backed out of the driveway.

He had yet to return to work and was becoming antsy.

Charlotte backed into the road, briefly glancing over into her back yard where Bran was staring and moaning from his kennel. Beautiful dog, she thought, I have to get him back to work soon. Charlotte was feeling bad for him. She had been preoccupied with work, and now Kent was gone. She had to not only think about Bran and Kent, but also of herself and, most importantly, of her daughter Diane.

But what Charlotte didn’t know was how critical Bran would be.
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Tears streamed down Hunter’s face, soaking into his pillow. Officers were guarding the boy, just outside of his hospital room. They would keep security on him until the man who’d taken Hunter was captured.

“I miss you, Momma,” the boy babbled as he stared at the picture of his parents that a detective had brought him. They knew his pain was unbearable and thought the picture would become a soothing reminder of the love they’d had for him.

Hunter wiped the pain from his eyes and walked to the window. He stood staring at the beautiful blue sky, then peered down, mentally tracing the source of a black smoke emitting from a car fire a few hundred yards off, deep in the parking lot of the hospital. A crowd was gathering around it, chanting “Red Death…”
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Mentally, Charlotte had gathered a general area in which she believed the warehouse must be located. Hunter had vividly detailed his escape, but once outside of the warehouse, his memory wasn’t as clear. It was almost as if his brain had begun to shut down the very moment it realized freedom was afoot. Charlotte pulled into the Mecklenburg Police hangar.

She had researched the area Hunter had detailed via Google maps and Google Earth, but it was time to take to the sky and see what she could find from that vantage point.

“Charlotte, great to see you,” Craig said. “It’s been a while, but I’m glad you’re here and you got your daughter back, too.” He had flown for the department for damn near two decades and had worked with Charlotte on many cases.

Reaching out, Charlotte wrapped her arms around Craig and held him tight.

“Thank you so much,” she said.

Craig blushed and returned the embrace.

Cole Walked from the hangar, and seeing what was happening, quipped, “Don’t forget about me.”

Craig and Charlotte laughed and made room for Cole’s embrace. The three were genuinely happy to see one another and were ready to get to work. “Let’s get this bird in the air and go find that warehouse,” Craig said.
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“Cora, you’re our medic for the op?” asked Sergeant Peterson.

“Yes sir, I’m with you, and I’ll have an ambulance nearby,” she replied. Not only was Cora Kane one hell of a firefighter, but she was additionally cross-trained as a paramedic. On occasion, her duties included assisting SWAT and other units during high-risk operations.

“Perfect, you’re in van 1 with me,” Peterson said.

“Alright guys. Listen up. I’ll call the roster, give van assignments and we will get this briefing started,” Peterson said to the gathering of SWAT officers gaggled around his car.

Each man was dressed in green with a Glock nestled in their drop holsters, strapped to their leg. They were jovial and ready to work.

“Shut up and let Pete talk,” echoed from the crowd.

“Listen up, douche bags. Give or take, forty-eight hours ago, a young boy was located. You may remember the case of the Burns family going missing about a year ago. It was a crazy case and some of you worked the scene that night,” Peterson began.

“I remember, the grandmother was a real bitch,” a voice said.

“Settle down… Well, both Tina Burns and her husband Greg were recently found dead. Their son Hunter is the boy who was found. Alive.

“He had been kidnapped and held captive inside of a cage, for the last year—a fucking cage. You heard that right. I’ll say it again for the hard of hearing in the back. He was held in a fucking cage for the last year. Let that sink in.”

The crowd fell silent as the eyes on each man widened to a state of business. The team was professional and had a switch that turned their warrior side on at the drop of a hat. The statement about the cage had just flicked on that switch.

“This brave young man used a bone from his own finger to pick the lock of the cage and facilitated his escape. Talk about ballsy and brave, and tough. That kind of thinking could get him a job with Special Forces someday. He’s got mettle.

“So anyway, with his help, they have narrowed the location to a handful of warehouses within the commercial district. The area is several square blocks wide.

“Our job is QRF, quick reaction force, until they pinpoint the exact warehouse, and then we will hit it. Right now, we are operating under exigency that other victims could possibly be in the warehouse, being held against their will.

“Everyone, turn around and look at the plain clothes detectives behind you. They are with VICE and the fugitive task force. They will spread out in the district, bookending the exits. If a suspect is identified, they will work the area; when one of them can make a positive identification, we will do a covert apprehension.

“If the location of the warehouse is identified first, then we’ll hit it.

“The priority is the warehouse, as we don’t know if any other victims are still there or not. We may end up with a situation where the suspect is identified, but we let him walk.

“So why do we do that? Because he then leads us to the warehouse. We will be flexible and roll with the intel that comes in, whatever it is and whenever it hits.

“Everyone tracking so far?” Peterson asked.

The group acknowledged and he continued.

“Van one will be primary for entry on the warehouse, and van two will fall into the stack and assist with entry. If we get the opportunity to take the suspect off, van two will be primary for the covert apprehension.

“Van one will be myself and Parks. Have an energetic breach ready and your breaching shotgun.

“Strayer, have your cameras ready and let’s have your drone prepped.

“Zastrow, hooligan and bring it inside, just in case each door is padlocked, like that house off of West Boulevard we hit for that human trafficking ring last month.

“Conner, you’re on the ram.

“Monty, point.

“Vaughn, you’ll have the initial bang upon entry, but I’ll give out a few more in case we need them inside.

“Jester, Mescan and Thornton, I need one of you, ‘hands free’ and the others on rifle.”

“Copy,” Jester replied.

“Medic, you’re also in van one, have an ambulance staged near the main road.”

A phone rang loud, stopping the briefing. Sergeant Peterson looked down at his phone. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he mumbled as he stepped away to answer.

An unmarked Ford Explorer pulled up to the briefing, scraping the curb.

The driver’s door opened, and Officer Walsh spilled out. He lay on the ground, gasping and wheezing. His hair was saturated with sweat and a florid red rash was visible on his neck.

The guys stared in disbelief; they knew immediately what was wrong. There was only one goddamned thing that could produce this look.

Walsh was sick, the plague was inside of him and he was dying.

Peterson hung up the phone.

“Damn it, Walsh. What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked rhetorically.

“I’m here for the briefing,” Walsh said with a raspy voice. He sounded as if he was trying to breathe underwater.

“Fucking asshole, you’ll get us all sick and fuck up the job! You oughta know better.

Doc, call the bus in and get him to the hospital,” Peterson said with fire in his belly.

He was pissed that Walsh would knowingly show up contaminated with the virus that was killing people all over town, but more concerned that his friend was more than likely going to die from it. He didn’t show it. His soft side wouldn’t help anyone right now.

“Guys, doc will handle that, let’s get back to the task at hand. This fucking town may be dying, but, right now, the only things we can control are ourselves and what we do today. Keep yourselves safe and we will deal with the death that’s in the air, one day at a time.”

The group quieted down, turning their attention back to the briefing.

“Where was I? Right, yep. Van Two, Sergeant Malone, King, Riddle, Cotton, Parker, Hetric, Penix, White, Iggy, Rud and Plot.

“Malone, make your assignments as you see fit. Make sure to bring extra flash-bangs.”

“Roger that,” Malone replied.

“Sniper van: Hester, Wallen, Penix, and Michaud. Once we have the warehouse, you’ll give us overwatch. Until then, just do your thing. Charlotte will be up in the helicopter, running the eye in the air, and McKinney is stuck outside of the quarantine zone, down in Canopy. We are working to get him back, but until then, you’ll be a man short,” Peterson said.

“Got it,” Hester replied.

“Get your gear ready; heading out in twenty,” Peterson said.

The rotors were in full swing as Craig Stackhouse pulled the police department’s Bell 455 skyward. Rotor wash pushed blades of tall grass as the chopper gained momentum, passing the tops of the trees, headed for the warehouse district.

“Chopper 1 to Sergeant Peterson, do you copy?”

“Go ahead,” he replied.

“We are en route to the area. Be on station in about three minutes. Charlotte will go direct with you as additional intel arises,” the pilot said.

“Copy.”

Charlotte gave Craig a thumbs up as she turned her attention to a map on her iPad. She was trying to orientate herself based on the directions of a confused and exhausted young boy, then mirror that with the camera system attached under the nose of the chopper.

It was all easier said than done, and she knew the task was a nightmare.

Hunter said he’d run from the back of the warehouse, through the woods and popped out in front of me where the accident took place.

“Cole, look on your map for 200 West Hern Street,” Charlotte said.

“Got it.”

“Look at the woods west and south-west of that area. See what you can pick up on FLIR, maybe a natural path?” Charlotte asked.

“The boy ran through this large patch of woods from East Industrial Avenue. Now he was hurt badly, and we’re taking his flight of path—what he can recall of it—with a grain of salt, but the warehouse is going to back up to this set of woods.

“Now, there’s a small possibility that the boy, in his despair, became disoriented and may in fact have come from any of the warehouses on East, West, or South Industrial Avenue. It’s a large circle, with North Industrial Way bisecting it.”

“That’s why cops just refer to it as the warehouse district,” Craig said, laughing. “We are here guys; I’ll start circling the area. We will keep our altitude high enough as to avoid spooking anyone on the ground, but let me know if we’re too high for the cameras to do their thing,” Craig said as he flew the chopper.

“Copy,” Cole replied. “Charlotte, just let me know what you need, I’ll scan the area and do the same.”

Gray exhaust billowed from the tail pipe as Van One led the tactical team to their jump-off point. They needed to be close enough to strike, while still far enough away from the targeted area as to not compromise the mission.

The plan was for the plain clothes detectives to get up close and personal with the area. They would get out on foot and drive around construction vehicles as a ruse.

These detectives were of a naturally gifted breed. Working plain clothes—undercover—was one of the most dangerous jobs in the department. When everything went right, it was nerve-racking to say the least. But when things went sideways, it was life altering, and in most cases, life ending.

“Peterson to Van 2,” he radioed.

“Go ahead, Pete,” Malone answered.

“We are going to stage off of West Kathy Loop, near the Fish and Game.”

“Copy, I’ll put Van 2 on Bristol,” Malone replied.

All elements were now moving into place as Chopper 1 circled high above. Now, it was all reduced to a waiting game, and in this, the patient man would win.


THE SAMPLE
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The center of Jamie’s computer screen emitted a circulating blue ball as it buffered the connection. Damn connection was always on the slow side.

“Hello, Jamie, you there?” Doctor Yvette Smallwood asked from her office.

“Yvette, looking lovely as ever, it’s damn good to see you,” Jamie said. His MacBook Pro video was the highest HD quality on the market and really presented Yvette in a beautiful light.

“Stop it. You always make me blush.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re well and staying safe. But let’s get down to brass tacks,” he said. “I examined the sample from patient zero and compared it to our known one. I have yet to read your report, but figured I’d lay out my opinion, and we could both go from there.”

“Sounds good, shoot—”

“I found that Tom Porter—patient zero—indeed was infected by a zoonotic bacterium we know as the bubonic plaque, but I also noticed an anomaly within his blood. The plague was destroying the cells, but so was this anomaly,” Doctor Jones explained.

“Did it look like a strange spider?” Yvette added.

“Yes, it did. I found that the spiker-like nodular was also destroying the white blood cells, as if working in conjunction with the zoonotic bacterium. It looked as if the immune system was at war with not only the virus but also the variant mutation—that is, the spider-like nodular.”

“Jamie, I found the same thing, but what I struggle with is the incubation periods now that it’s mutated. It is the bubonic plague, but the variant has changed it significantly,” Yvette explained.

“I agree, but first let’s talk about an old case study I assisted with a few years ago, and how it’s going to save the town,” Jamie explained sternly. “It all started with a man by the name of Joe Hodges.” Jamie took his time and gently laid out the story for Yvette to follow.

He detailed the story of Joe and his dying wife, explaining the FDA-funded experimental treatments, and how they discovered how unique Joe’s blood really was. Finally, Jamie explained how it set the stage for the blood of Joe Hodges to be the key to their salvation.
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A swirling breeze pushed a brown scatter of dirt from the road into Yvette’s eyes. The sweat on her face collected the dirt as she held another dying child in her arms. Skinny and frail, the child’s body fell limp as she passed. Yvette held the skeletonized girl tight to her chest and wept.

“I’ll hold you till Jesus has you,” she mumbled as tears trickled down her cheek.

Yvette stood up and walked softly on the dirt road, scuffing her feet. “Rest now, child, God has you,” she whispered into her ear. She kissed the girl’s forehead and ever so gently placed her on the pile of bodies, the local tribesmen were about to burn.

With a deep breath and a panicked scream, Yvette arose in her bed, covered in sweat, with a heavy chest. Her nightmares were back. She had been home from the Congo for years, but the nightmares had never left.

She kicked her blanket off and stumbled sleepily into her bathroom.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” she asked herself as she turned on the light.

Yvette’s eyes adjusted and rapidly noticed the reflection in the mirror was not her, but of the tribal man who had burned that pile of bodies.

“NOOO!” she screamed as her lungs gave up their air as if caught in the vacuum of space. She instinctively dropped to her knees and began to count. Her body shook with every number, and urine trickled into her night attire.

Yvette steadied herself on all fours, arrived at the number ten, and stood up, slowly peering over the counter again and finally into the mirror.

The evil was gone. Her mind was now back under her control. She could see clearly, and her breathing had slowed.

“Get it together,” she whispered. Yvette never before had an issue with death of any kind. Never had bodies scared her, given her nightmares or brought a darkness into her soul.

Yet the dread now surrounded her and had done ever since that day in the Congo.

Her nightmare was always similar, yet different. She continually found herself holding the same child but within different settings. During some nightmares, she found herself in a full bio-suit; while in others, she would have no protective equipment whatsoever.

Sometimes, she was in the bush and sometimes in a city. Yet the common threads were always of her holding that young skeletonized little girl, whispering in her ear and placing that child’s body on a pile of the dead, waiting to be burned, with the last constant theme and most visually soul-crushing element being that tribal man.

He was always there, ready to toss the torch on the pile.

His gestures never changed nor did his facial expressions. He simply was waiting on me to add another soul to his collection.

Yvette was tormented.

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she started a fresh cup of coffee. Her Keurig was perfect for her lifestyle, making one warm cup of the gods’ liquid at a time.

Her chest was sore thinking about the dream.

She sipped her coffee as she thought over the conversation she’d had with Jamie.
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Air blasted from all corners of the room. Doctor Jamie Jones stood cleansing himself in the preparation area just prior to entering the examination room. He donned his pressure suit, and with Mike’s help again, sealed himself up completely from the world.

Mike followed suit, and both gave the camera a thumbs up.

“Code is 2460. God speed,” the operator said.

Jamie typed in the numbers, and the metal door cracked open. He pushed his way inside with Mike close behind.

“I’ll set the equipment up,” Mike said.

Jamie nodded and turned to the glass door in the corner as sweat trickled down his back.

“Code’s 1876,” the operator said. Jamie typed the code into the silver box next to the glass.

The glass wall retracted, opening up to a closet-sized room containing a large liquid nitrogen cooler, cylindrical, lead-lined, and wrapped in a stainless-steel casing.

He opened the lid and a white vapor drifted out.

Jamie took out the known sample of the plague and secured it in a transfer case. He turned to exit the small room, and the glass wall shut behind him.

Jamie walked over to Mike and gave him the case.

“Go ahead and load the known sample again, and I’ll start the work-up on Joe’s sample,” Jamie explained.

Late last night, Jamie had located the vial of blood from Joe Hodges. It had been stored in their sample vault for just this very reason. Every sample of blood from the FDA experimental testing had been stored there, and so had millions of others.

He pushed a green button, and the machine pulled the sample into its core.

The machine rocked and shimmied as it ran the vial of blood through the computerized centrifuge, spinning the blood and separating the red blood cells, platelets and plasma. The computer then pushed the vial over to aliquoting, where it would generate a precise sample to be analyzed, but unlike the millions of times before, the machine malfunctioned, and the vial shattered.

Joe’s blood sample dripped and dropped all throughout the machine, covering gears and circuit boards, and emitting a small amount of black pungent smoke.

The sample was ruined.

A yellow flashing light began strobing as halon smoke rushed into the room.

“Doctor Jones, we are under contamination protocols. Hold what you have,” the operator said.

“Did that really just happen?” Mike asked rhetorically. “I’ve worked this job for a decade and never seen anything like that.”

The air pressure intensified as the room was showered in halon and a proprietary decontamination self-drying chemical.

“Three more minutes, gentlemen, then we will test the air,” the operator explained.

Jamie looked up at the camera, giving a thumbs up as his temple hurt from the com-gear inside of his positive pressure suit.

He was tired, and began to question himself as if he had made a mistake.

“Mike, did you get the known sample out—”

“No,” he interrupted. “I was about to, but it’s still sealed in the transport container. We are good to go.”

“How the fuck did that sample break?” the operator asked.

“It’s an older sample, still in a glass vial. We switched to plastic vials a few years back. The machine is designed to recognize the difference and adjust its actions accordingly. I bet money that the sensor responsible for identifying the type of vial being used malfunctioned, causing too much pressure on the glass and simply crushing it. It’s a one-in-a-million type of accident, much like the way the Challenger exploded on re-entry.

“We may never see such a catastrophic failure again in our lifetime, but losing that thick red liquid is going to cost this town lives,” Jamie explained.

The men stood silent as the smoke and chemicals finished raining on them.

“Guys, I’m verbally verifying you are both still on positive air pressure,” the operator asked.

“I’m good,” Jamie replied.

“Same here. I’m good,” Mike said.

“Copy,” the operator replied as he hit a black toggle and the silver switch under it.

The men stood silent again as the ceiling fans opened on high from every inch above them. Air was pulled out of the room at a rate that ensured anyone not cocooned inside of a pressure suit would suffocate to death.

“Thirty-seconds,” the voice echoed in Jamie’s ear.

The lack of air in the room began to push on his suit, like the weight of water on a scuba diver deep in the ocean.

The vacuums ceased without warning as metal levers could be heard shutting above them.

“Mike, once we have all clear, go ahead and store that known sample back where it goes,” Jamie said. “Operator, I need to get on a phone as soon as possible; that was our only sample we had, and now we need a new one. The known plague sample was never out. There won’t be any contamination.”

“I’ll equalize the room now and sample the air,” the operator explained. “Give me just a couple of minutes, and I’ll have you right out of there, Doctor Jones.”


THE CALL
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ACarolina blue sky gave way to a small Piper plane. It sputtered and flew in a circular path above the angry crowd. The plane appeared transparent as it passed low-hanging stratus clouds.

As a single-engined prop plane, it was just large enough to hold a handful of people, but on this windy day, it would only take two people to drop the leaflets and one to fly.

As the plane passed, papers fluttered to earth like confetti at the end of the Super Bowl. Small white papers with writing on both sides, spread across the irate and sacred group who were screaming at the National Guard soldiers.

The papers littered the ground as people young and old trampled their printed message.
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With his window down, Doctor John Varnum drove apprehensively down U.S. 6. His head was bleeding, and he was nauseous from the concussion. His first thought was to head back home, back to his warehouse; but his sadistic urge for a girl—and the roadblock getting back—was causing him pause. He had needs, and the quarantine ran a chill down his spine as he believed it would hamper, if not totally stifle, his murderous intentions.

Varnum drove toward the crowd up ahead.

He could see thirty or so people with their arms skyward as soldiers tried to control them. The soldiers were between himself and the crowd, and appeared to be blocking their entry into Canopy near the natural choke point of Box Passageway.

Varnum slowed his car as he pondered his next move, a small white paper flying inside, smacking him in the face. He peeled the thin paper from his neck. Save yourself—all is lost, he read as he flipped the paper over. If you have any of the symptoms of the Red Death—fever, chills, severe abdominal cramping (both men and women), swollen fingers and or toes, vomiting blood and or bleeding from the eyes, and a shingle-type of scale found on parts of your body—death is imminent, kill yourself now.

“Everyone dies, that’s what life is all about…death.” he said, knowing the clock was ticking on this town. He smirked and tossed the leaflet into the floorboard.

Varnum pulled up the mapping system on his phone and realized he had made it far enough down U.S. 6 that he could skirt the roadblock and parallel his way to the seedy side of Canopy, to the side where he could find a common street whore.

To the side where laws wouldn’t exist during a state of emergency, during a pandemic killing nearly half of the people it touched. He had needs, and they would soon be met.
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McKinney slid his key into the ignition, breathing life into his car. He backed out from his hotel as his radio began to broadcast.

“Breaking news—this is Mark Icard with Canopy News 3; we are getting reports that Mecklenburg’s morgue is at full capacity. A temporary morgue is being set up at the Mecklenburg High School, and a working list of the dead will soon be published.

“The hospital is overflowing with patients and the governor has instituted martial law.

“A larger contingent of National Guard Soldiers is en route and—I was just handed this. All citizens of Mecklenburg are directed to stay at home. Food and water will be delivered to you by soldiers. You are commanded to drape a black flag, towel or black piece of clothing across your front door as a sign to emergency personnel that someone inside is possibly infected.

“If a family member passes away, seal them the best you can in the room they lay dead within, and add an additional red flag, towel, or piece of clothing to the front door. This will signal to CDC workers that a body needs to be removed.

“Again, the Governor has ordered additional troops.

“I say again, if someone in your household may be infected, hang a black towel or clothing from your front door, and a red towel or clothing if a loved one has passed away inside.”

What a shit show, McKinney thought as he drove.

He was stuck in Canopy, and while he was not allowed to pass back into Mecklenburg, he still needed to work and help in any shape fashion or form that he could.

He felt a vibration in his pants.

McKinney pulled his phone out and rolled his eyes when he realized it was his captain calling. Captain Sanders’ personality had been evolving, you could say. He was starting to loosen up and not drive the men so hard, but McKinney was still wary when he answered.

“What’s up, boss?” McKinney said, putting his phone on speaker.

“McKinney, you already know I’m working hard to get you back here, but the feds are pushing back at every turn.”

“I get it, time and place, sir. I just happen to be on the wrong side of the proverbial yellow tape this time around. It’s ok, I’ll do what I can from this end,” McKinney said. “You can count on me, boss.”

Sanders was genuine in his tone and had been for weeks now.

It was almost starting to concern McKinney, but he would save that for another day.

As McKinney drove, he noticed small white papers covering the road, dancing in his rearview mirror as he passed.

“McKinney, I had a call from a Doctor Jamie Jones with the CDC, inquiring about Joe Hodges, I—I told him you would give him a call and answer any of his questions.

“I’m sorry to burden you with this, but—”

“Captain, are you ok?” he asked as he heard the pain echoing in the man’s voice.

“My wife… She’s—she’s been sick, McKinney. Not the plague sick, but she’s been ill for quite a while now. I’m watching her waste away and it’s made me think about life a lot lately.”

It just clicked. McKinney realized that all of this time, his captain had been fighting a battle he knew nothing about. That indeed he was hating this man for how hard he had ridden him with case, after case, after case, but he’d never taken a moment to think of why he was doing it. Why he was so engulfed in his work.

He realized that Sanders’ soul was hurting so bad that he buried himself in work. That if he worked countless hours, he wouldn’t have to feel the pain, the pain of his wife slipping away before his eyes.

“Sir, I didn’t know, I’m sorry,” McKinney said.

“It is what it is,” he said, cutting him off and sounding more like the old captain.

“Charlotte is working lead now on the Burns case, and I’ll get you home as soon as I can. But that’s not what is important now. The town is in chaos, and we have to control what we can control. That starts with the Burns case. Did I mention Charlotte found their son, Hunter Burns?”

“Well fuck me! Is he alive?” McKinney asked.

“He is. A little worse for wear; hurt, but alive. Mentally, he’s hurt worse than physically, but again, he’s alive. Charlotte will get you up to speed on that, but for now, I need you to contact Doctor Jones. I’ll send you his number and please be safe.”

McKinney paused as he thought about what his captain just said. “I appreciate you trying to get me back home,” McKinney said as he began to worry about his captain again.

“Sure thing. Be safe.”

“You too sir,” McKinney said as he hung up.

Then he dialed the number for Jones.

“Doctor Jones?” McKinney asked as the line connected.

“This is him; how can I help you?”

“Doc, I’m Detective McKinney with the Mecklenburg Police Department; you called looking for Joe.”

“Ah yes, I was trying to get in touch with a Detective Joe Hodges.”

“Doc, I’ll stop you really quick and save you some time. Joe is gone; he died a little while ago,” McKinney said.

A silence fell on the end of the phone. It was the kind of silence that conveyed well, fuck.

“Doc, are you still there?”

“I am, and I’m sorry for your loss, detective. But let me try and explain,” he said.

“McKinney…just call me McKinney, doc.”

McKinney turned the radio down and opened his ears.

“I’m an epidemiologist with the CDC. I work with known and unknown diseases. When outbreaks occur around the world, I pack a bag and typically load my team onto a military aircraft, but this time around, we are the home team.”

“So, you work with my friend Nathan,” McKinney said.

“I do. Doctor Wing and I have worked on many outbreaks together. He is one of the best and if we can get the town to settle down, his plan will save a generous number of lives,” he said, pacing his room. “Look, McKinney, time is short and now that Joe has passed—wait—where’s his body. Did he die recently?”

“Like I said, it’s been a while. Let’s just say he drowned in Darby’s pond some time ago, doc. We never found his body.”

Doctor Jones’ mind was spinning. He was troubleshooting in his head but knew the only feasible answer—the only logical answer now—was to find a family member of Joe Hodges.

A blood relative from whom they could grab a sample.

“McKinney, I assume you called me because you were close to Joe, and Captain Sanders asked you to. So, I’ll break it down as simple and as quick as I can.”

“I was, so yes, go ahead,” McKinney replied.

“Well, there’s no pretty way to say this, but Joe’s wife was really sick, dying from a fatal blood disease known as paroxysmal nocturnal hemoglobinuria (PNH).”

“I know! I was there… I was the one who held Joe up at her funeral. Literally helped him stand up. He was destroyed, you know?” McKinney added.

“I know that was hard for you, and there’s nothing I can say that can take away that pain you noticeably carry around. I can hear it in your voice and there’s probably a bottle in your desk drawer that keeps you sane. It happens to the best of us. But know this—Joe is the key to killing what the media has coined to be the Red Death,” Doctor Jones said.

McKinney had been twisting a toothpick back and forth across his lips as Doctor Jones spoke, and it fell to the ground as he finished his sentence.

“Joe had given a blood sample, while the experimental treatments were being conducted on his wife Susan. We had a lot of people provide samples in an attempt to save her life. But nobody’s blood worked. Not even Joe’s.

“Not a match was found, and in the end, no one could help her. She just withered away. But out of the ashes, hope was born.

“Let’s say, Joe’s blood was typed and tested, and his DNA analyzed. What we learned was unique and almost defied biological science. Joe’s DNA had special properties, and those properties have been identified as a cure for the virus spreading throughout your town.”

The car’s blinker was still audible, but he couldn’t hear it. McKinney said nothing.

He removed his sunglasses, placed the phone on speaker and slid it onto the dash as he lay his mirrored glasses on the cloth passenger seat.

Sweat rolled down his neck as the goosebumps dotted his right arm.

“He’s dead, doc…” he said, retrieving an airplane bottle of Beefeaters from the glove box. The lid cracked open as he twisted it. The smell floated up into his nostrils as he stared at the clear liquid painkiller hiding behind the British man logo.

“Are you still there?” Doctor Jones asked.

He kept staring at the small clear plastic bottle in his hand, held it up to the sun and started to toss it back. But something caught his ear and he paused.

A single tear ran down his cheek, and a whimper snuck out like a teenager in the night.

“Detective, I need your help. Alone, I can save some, but together, we can save them all. I’m telling you, I have the answer to the cure,” Doctor Jones said, knowing McKinney’s soul circled the drain of Hell.

“How?” he asked softly.

“His DNA was the key, and since he is gone, we have to find a blood relative!”

McKinney twisted the bottle in his hands as he listened.

“I need you to help me find Joe’s next of kin, who’s a blood relative. Our best options would be a sample from both of Joe’s parents,” Doctor Jones said.

Next of kin, McKinney thought and began to zone out again. Joe had been estranged from his mother and younger sister.

He hadn’t spoken to them in years. Hated them even, but McKinney still had to notify them of Joe’s death. He knew where they lived. He had done the leg work months ago and even told his captain that he had spoken with them. But that had been a lie. He had procrastinated that task.

This was his definition of purgatory…he was living in Hell too.

I sat down countless times to write his mom. But what the fuck was I supposed to say? He watched his wife die and chose to leave this world, too? I’m sorry your son killed himself. I’m sorry his pain was so bad; he chose to transfer it to me on the way out the door?

“WHAT THE FUCK,” McKinney yelled as he shook his fists in the air, punching the ceiling of the car, splashing the open airplane bottle of liquor all over himself.

The phone fell silent as McKinney’s face flushed red with emotions.

Doctor Jones let dead air hang on the phone line for a minute, giving McKinney time to collect himself. Then he started.

“Detective, when I was a little boy, my best friend’s name was Jose. I grew up near the border in Texas, and all the summers were scorchers. Anyways, Jose and I used to play near this pond. We fished for perch during the day and gigged for frogs at night.

“One day, I was supposed to meet Jose at the pond for our daily bullshit of fishing. You know the type, throw a line in with a bobber and kill time, till a big one pulled the bobber under.

“Well on this particular day, my father had other plans for me. He decided to keep me home and have me help him with his truck.

“I remember him handing me the carburetor from that old Chevy.”

“Doc… I—I can’t,” McKinney started.

Ignoring McKinney, Doctor Jones continued, “Jose went fishing that day. He caught a couple of nice-sized perch. But that’s all they found—the cops—they found a stringer of fish and his fishing pole. Jose was gone,” Doctor Jones explained.

“Doc, I don’t know what this—”

“Jose was gone,” Doctor Jones continued without pause.

“We looked for him everywhere. The police looked for him. His family looked for him. I looked for him, for what seemed like an eternity.

“Detective, it was months later that I was fishing in that same pond with my father. I hooked something big and I thought it was a turtle. I had battled a giant mud turtle before in that pond and at the time, I felt like the line was taut with a fighter.

“The pole was bent nearly in half and the more I reeled, the more the pole bent, but it wasn’t the feeling of your hook being stuck on a log or snatching a hidden tree branch.

“Then it started to surface.

“What I caught landed on the shore, right next to my father. It wasn’t a turtle, but rather, it was my best friend Jose. My hook had snagged on his jeans and never let go. My dad grabbed him by the leg and pulled his body out of the water.”

McKinney sobbed and listened.

He sat in his car, wishing he could go back in time and help Joe. He wished he could save Joe or even trade places with Joe. “It hurts so bad though, doc,” McKinney said.

It was as if his friend had not just told his own pain-filled tale. He wasn’t being selfish in not hearing it, not understanding it—but his own pain was just too much.

“The pain is real. The pain is never fleeting, detective, but I can tell you, your life—the way you live it—either honors your friend or sours his soul in the afterlife. Now is your chance to make his death count for something. Now is the time to stand up and speak his name. As long as his name is within the wind, he will never truly die.”

McKinney breathed deep. His heart hurt and his mind was pondering every syllable that trickled out of the doctor’s mouth. Like a cold mountain stream to a man in a desert, McKinney drank the words, and they were prosperous inside of him.

“Doc, I’m sorry—I can help you,” McKinney said softly.

“Detective, I’ll help you honor your friend, much like I honor Jose. Every day I live, I live for him.”

“His father died a long time ago though, doc. We cremated him, and Joe spread his ashes over Hayden Lake. But I know where Joe’s mom and sister live. He hadn’t spoken to either of them in years, but I know where they are, and I can find them. They’re right here in Canopy.”

“Where are you at now?” Doctor Jones asked as he developed his plan.

“I’m a mile from Box Pass, pulled over on a side road, not far from U.S. 6.”

“The CDC Denver is twenty miles south of Canopy. It’s off of Main Street. Can you meet me there?” Doctor Jones asked.

“Doc, I know where they are. I assume you need some hair samples, I can just—”

“No, meet me at the CDC Denver. We will need blood samples, and I’ll need to take them. Please meet me there, and I’ll make sure you get your ticket back to Mecklenburg.”

“What, you’ll actually get me back home?” McKinney asked. He needed confirmation.

“I’m at the CDC Denver and I have a military chopper at my disposal. It’s on standby, just sitting on the roof, with pilots and a damn good door gunner to boot. Come get me and let’s get this thing going. All we need is a couple of vials of blood to get started.

“My partner and I can develop a vaccine from it…that’s all we need,” Doctor Jones said. “That is, IF his mother has that same gene Joe was born with.”

With little hesitation, McKinney said, “Send me the address, I’ll be in route.”

“I give you my word. As soon as we’re done, I’ll have the chopper take you back to Mecklenburg.”


THE WAREHOUSE
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Sweat soaked the hospital bed. Hunter Burns was having another nightmare. He tossed and turned with violent rage, flailing his arms back and forth until the nub of his newly amputated finger smacked the bedrail, shooting a white-hot pain through his nerves. The lightning pain rushed all the way to his head, viciously waking him from the terror of his dream.

The door opened as a uniformed officer ran in. Hunter stared at the shiny badge prominently displayed on the man’s chest.

“Son, are you ok?” the officer said. “You were screaming bloody murder.”

Hunter took in a deep breath and replied, “Double chimneys… I saw a double stack of chimneys. Please don’t let the bad man find me again.”

The officer pulled out his cellphone, and dialed Charlotte Kane.

[image: ]


Across town, the coffee percolated and dripped slowly into Charlotte’s cup. She needed a pick me up after twenty hours of Command and Control from the department’s helicopter. The pilots flew countless hours, resulting in nothing.

She had flown in the chopper long enough to know the warehouse district inside and out.

She sat at Kent’s kitchen table, sipping her cup of black heaven. Charlotte was scheduled to go back in the chopper today with the same assets on the ground, everything exactly the same as the day before, just like Groundhog Day. But she was prepared for it, and a lot was at stake for the town. Her mind turned to Kent’s involuntary commitment at Harbor House.

She paused as her cellphone slowly slid on the table, vibrating as an incoming call caused it to dance, stopping as it clattered against her porcelain coffee cup.

She flipped it over, answered the call, and placed it on speaker as she took another sip of coffee.

“Charlotte? Are you there?” a familiar voice asked.

“Go ahead, Josh, what do you have for me? Is the kid ok?” she asked.

Officer Josh Baker had known Charlotte for years and was assigned to the security detail at Mecklenburg Hospital, for Hunter Burns’ safety.

“Charlotte, Hunter woke up in a puddle of sweat. He’s been having constant nightmares, but this is the first one where he woke up yelling about the warehouse,” Josh said.

Her eyes widened, shaking the sleep from her body.

“Hand him the phone, please,” Charlotte said.

Josh walked back into the room and handed the phone to Hunter as he sat up in bed, “It’s Charlotte,” he said.

Hunter took the phone and said, “Hello?”

“Hunter, are you ok?” Charlotte asked. “You getting through it, baby?”

“I know where he is. The bad man. I saw it in my dream.”

“Then take a deep, deep breath and tell me everything you can remember.”

“Two chimneys… brick. When I left out the back door and first started running into the woods, I fell down. That’s how I scraped my knees up. I’d forgotten, but the dream. Oh, it was so real. When I fell down, I rolled to my back for a brief moment and got up quick.

“And it was when I got up that I saw it. The brick base around the building. It matched up to the two chimneys shooting into the sky. They were the same color—and, one more thing, they were round. Like a tube of brick shooting to the moon. I saw them, one with green letters. They read ‘John’, green letters... I saw them clear as day,” he said.
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“Pete, get your guys geared up and on station, I have additional intel. I’ll get the plain clothes guys in place and get airborne as soon as I can. We have a target location. I believe I know where the warehouse is,” Charlotte said.

“Sounds good. I’ll have you go direct with my snipers as soon as you have the eye. I’ll need them in place to overwatch our approach,” Sergeant Peterson said.
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One at a time, phones rang out with incoming messages for the operators of the Mecklenburg Police SWAT team. Peterson had sent a master message recalling all members of the previous day’s operation: SWAT ALL CALL: target location found, all personnel from yesterday’s op, report 10-18 to the Fairground Center at 1300 E. Margarete Avenue. We will stage from there.
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“I got to answer that,” Strayer said as his wife tried to stop him.

“Ignore it for once. It’s not always about work. I need you. We are trying to make a family and the only way that’s ever going to happen is if you put that phone down,” she replied.

Officer Strayer had been home from work for the last five hours and slept three of them.

He was exhausted, but his wife was making a more compelling argument of why he should stay home than his comfortable bed could attempt to.

He smiled at his wife, snaked his way back under the covers, rolled over to his nightstand and grabbed his radio. “Strayer’s on SWAT, en route,” he said as he held a finger to his lips, indicting his wife not to talk. He put the radio down and took his young wife into his arms.

“Take your shirt back off, I have time for you, but then I have to go,” Strayer said.

His wife smiled, took her shirt off, kissing him softly. She lay back onto the bed, and slid him inside of her. Work be damned, she thought, we’re starting a family.
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The radio squelched with SWAT officers responding to the call-out. One at a time, they told Command that they were on their way to the meet spot.

“Where the fuck are you going, Pete?” his wife screamed.

“Jesus fucking Christ! You know this is my job and I got to fucking go,” Peterson said with hate. He grabbed his gun belt and radio as it was broadcasting.

“YOU just got back. Every day the same shit. I never see you anymore. I didn’t marry you so I could sit an’ talk to my fuckin’ self!”

“Do you hear the radio blaring? They’re waiting on me. I have to go. If I don’t people could.”

“Could what? Die? You’re already dead, Pete. You’re dead inside. You lost me years ago! You’re like an alcoholic, but worse. You’re addicted to the job. Go ahead, get in your car, go save the fucking world. It’s too late to save us,” his wife said and walked off.

Pete shook his head and left as the radio continued to broadcast his men’s status.

She’ll be fine when I get home and explain the dire situation to her, he thought as he backed his car from the driveway and flipped on the blue lights, going screaming down the road.
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“WAIT! Wait a second,” Strayer’s wife Anne yelled as she ran down the front porch steps, to his patrol car in the driveway.

Strayer stopped backing his car and rolled down his window with a smile.

“Hurry, I’ve got to go,” he said.

“You know how I am. We have a boy’s name locked down, but you can’t leave for this call-out without at least telling me your top girl’s name,” she said.

“You’re not even pregnant yet,” he replied, “I have to go.”

Anne’s eyes turned to glass and her face gave away the secret she had been hiding for the past week. She didn’t want to tell him until his birthday on Saturday. With the lockdown and quarantine, she wasn’t able to go buy him a gift, so, she was planning to give him the best gift she could have ever imagined, the gift of a family.

With a single tear trickling down her face, Anne reached into her back pocket and pulled out a positive pregnancy test.

“I took it before you got home. It confirms the test that I took last week,” she said with a quivering voice. Her heart raced as he put the car in park and jumped out, embracing her.

“Are you serious?” he said with joy, scooping his wife into the air and holding her tight against his chest.

“I need a name, before you go,” she said, “you know I can’t let you leave without it.”

“Anna,” he whispered in her ear. Strayer set his wife back on her feet, kissed her deeply and with more love than he knew that he could feel. “Anna, that’s my vote if it’s a girl.”

Strayer got back into his patrol car, backed out of the driveway, and left.

Anne smiled as she watched her husband drive off. She held tight the pregnancy test and waved him off into the distance.

She could never have guessed that would be the last time she would see her husband alive.
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Sergeant Peterson pulled into the Fairground Center and began organizing parking for his men. He wanted to keep them out of view of the main road and behind the Fairground Building.

All three vans were already at the meet spot, his officers getting geared up. It was near two in the afternoon, with clear skies. Pete knew they were far enough away from the warehouse district as not to bring attention to themselves, but also close enough, and with a direct route, they could quickly move on the target if needed.

“Gear up and meet me at the white van,” Peterson broadcasted over the radio.

The men quickly donned their armor, grabbing their rifles and mission essential equipment.

“Parks, start prepping a breach,” he said over the air.

“Already done, boss. Most of the doors in the warehouse district are commercial grade steel. I have a water-impulse charge that can fold any of them in half. Plus, worst-case scenario, I use it on a metal rollup door near a loading dock and it will peel it like a tin can,” Parks replied.

He was the team’s master breacher, one of the best at entering places the bad men were trying to keep you out of. In 2015, a robbery gone wrong at a local 7-11 was fooled when the breach Parks used blew the rear door off its hinges during the hostage rescue attempt.

The team saved the little girl and the bad guy decided to kill himself in the process. That door folded inward like a taco, allowing SWAT an unobstructed entry, ultimately saving the girl’s life.

The influx of patrol cars had stopped. All of the men were there and prepping for the briefing.
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“Charlotte to Command,” she radioed as she lifted off the ground.

“Three minutes to target location,” said the pilot.

“Go ahead, Charlotte,” Command replied.

“We are airborne, ETA to target, three minutes. As soon as we have the eye, we will let you know,” she said.

“Command copy.”

“I copy, Command; we are about to brief again, and I’ll send out our ‘eyes’ as soon as we finish,” Sergeant Peterson replied.

Peterson went over his roster from the day before. They were using the exact same team, with each man facilitating the same assignments.

“Snipers, as soon as we get the target location, I need you guys to get elevated and provide us additional intel,” Peterson said as he began the briefing.

“We have everyone from yesterday. Van 1 will still be primary on entry and Van 2 will backfill us. It looks like we don’t have a suspect identified yet, but we are about to get the word on the target location.

“Everyone, turn around and take a good look at the plain clothes guys,” Peterson said, “let’s all try not to shoot a friendly today.”

“Appreciate that, Pete,” a voiced from the crowd said with a laugh.

“One last thing,” Peterson said as he held up his black and rubbery silicone protective mask. “Take your masks with you. We won’t wear them upon entry, but with this fucking virus killing half the town, we may need them inside. My job is to get you guys home to your families safe. Your job is to save anyone inside that needs it. I say again, bring your masks.”
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“Chopper 1 is on station,” Stackhouse said as he maneuvered the helo high above the warehouse district. The clouds were few and far between as the sky was a bright blue, with nary a stitch of wind. “Cole, start getting up on the camera. You know what we’re looking for.”

“Cole, slave the down link for Command when you get a chance,” Charlotte added.

“I copy; they should be getting the camera footage live now. How do you copy, Command? Are you getting our feed?”

“We have it, crystal clear, guys.”

The helicopter’s cameras were transmitting on the wall of television monitors inside of the command center. The admin staff, who ran Command and Control, could now watch the events unfold in real time.
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“Hester, go ahead and get the snipers loaded up and ready to roll. You know what to do,” Peterson said as he began to don his body armor. His body hurt from the countless hours he had worked this week, also from lack of sleep and worry for the future.

He grabbed his helmet, staring briefly at the tattered American flag draped from the ceiling of the rear of his SUV. His mind drifted to the day he’d hung that flag and before every operation, he would gaze upon it with honor and love, recalling the heroes he had lost over the years. His flag was sun-faded and old, much like he was, but he loved it, just as he loved every man and woman under his command.

Peterson had just shut the hatch of his SUV when his radio squelched.

“Chopper 1 to Command, we have a positive ID on the location,” Charlotte radioed.

Peterson looked at his guys and, without speaking, they began to load up into their assigned vans, Strayer being the last one to crawl inside of Van 1 as he’d been emptying his bladder. He pushed past the first few men and made for a seat next to Zastrow.

“Command, we have the building. Stand by… 1300 E. Industrial Avenue. It has the red brick with dual circular smokestacks with green writing,” she said.

“Damn, it’s the old John Deere factory, boys,” Peterson said shaking his head. “It butts up to the North Prairie Trail system.”

“Peterson to Hawkeyes.”

“Go ahead, Pete.”

“You copy that?” he asked.

Wallen held the transmit button down longer than normal before he spoke, and the feedback began echoing. “We copy, Pete; they’re going to dump Hester and myself off.

“We will have lethal coverage on the front, and I’ll get my drone in the air to get you some live intel once we are set.”

“I copy.”

“Pete, Penix and I will be in the woods, covering your approach on that backside door. I’ll let you know when we are set,” Michaud said.
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The sniper van had been all kitted out, disguised as a work van. It was dressed down and fit into the warehouse district easily. White, with spilled paint out of both sets of double doors, it looked like a painter’s van with ladders attached to the roof and metal signs magnetized on the metal skin reading, We, paint anything in a day.

The van turned onto the target street.

Michaud was driving, wearing a dirty white hat and a t-shirt that looked like Picasso had been hard at work. His face was several days unshaven and fit the part of a hardworking man with no corporate boss to answer to.

The snipers had been trained in electronic surveillance, utilizing drones, cameras, computers, social networks and aerial techniques.

They were not only a dead eye with a scoped rifle, but also worked undercover to facilitate a slew of intelligence gathering. All of this would provide commanders with invaluable information. Their skills were highly tuned to keep officers and citizens alike safe from the evils of the world. The snipers of the Mecklenburg Police lived on the razor’s edge and were much like a surgeon’s scalpel—precise and lifesaving.

The other three snipers sat behind a curtain, in the back of the van. Not only were they hidden by the curtain, but the windows were heavily tented, allowing them to view the outside world. While the outside world, were oblivious to their presence.

Michaud pulled into the parking lot of the warehouse directly across from the target building. He nonchalantly drove the van around it and toward the loading dock area, backing it directly up to the fire escape ladder that traversed the rear of the building all the way to the roof.

The men had done this hundreds of times, both in training and during real-world applications. Michaud just sat in the driver’s seat, van idling—acting as a lookout so the snipers in the back could safely deploy.

“How’s it looking, bro?” Wallen asked from the back. He had his sniper pack ready to throw on and his .308 F-N scoped rifle in his right hand, just waiting on the word to move.

“Give me just a second, guys. There’s one guy out,” Michaud said as he pulled out a metal clipboard, acting as if he was taking care of paperwork. “I have one approaching. Y’all hold steady.”

Michaud rolled his window down and threw a glance at the guy approaching.

“What’s up man?” he asked the stranger.

The man was staggering. Not as if he were drunk, but rather like a lame horse. His leg was obviously injured, and he had blood oozing from his head. “Guys, this dude is all fucked up. Probably sick,” Michaud said as the man inched closer.

“Here’s your mask,” Hester said as he slipped it under the curtain. The virus had been spreading through town like a fire through a dry Californian forest.

People were dying so rapidly, there weren’t enough people to bury the dead.

Michaud quickly donned his double-filtered protective mask, pulling all four straps tightly behind his head, checking the seal as he stepped from the van.

The man was approaching from the driver’s side, giving the snipers in the back of the van a perfect view. Michaud had shut the driver’s door but, with the window still down, they could plainly hear the conversation.

Hester gave Wallen a nod, and he slid open a small section of window below the main tinted glass. A black screen about three inches high and a foot long was all that was hiding the sniper in the van from the outside world. Hester slowly placed his silenced rifle on his pre-staged tripod.

Sitting on a bench seat, he had a steady shooting platform and his barrel was just a few inches from the screen separating them from the sick man. He took slow and easy breaths as he settled his face onto the cheek weld and focused his dominant eye within the scope.

His pulse slowed to that of a clock’s second hand. Tick… tick… tick…

He watched the man inching closer to Michaud and kept him covered through the glass as Michaud approached him.

He could hear the man say something unintelligible, and then his right hand brought out a black 9mm pistol from behind his back, pointing it at Michaud.

Hester instinctively let his breath out and on the natural pause, just before breathing in more air, he pulled the trigger. Inside of his scope, Hester watched the man’s head snap back, just before his body fell to the ground like a soaked rag.

The van rocked just a bit as the round left the barrel and the ejected brass clanked off the metal floor. With the A-R silenced, there was no report of the shot, just the sound of the bolt’s metallic action and a soft pew into the wind.

Typically, when an officer became involved in a shooting, a crime scene would be established, and calls made to start the investigation. The officer would be placed on administration leave, pending the investigation and so forth. But not today.

They were working under martial law, under a state of emergency because of a virus the media was now calling the Red Death that was killing half of the population.

There was no time to stop what they were doing.

There was only time to survive.

Time to act and time to push forward.

Michaud bent down to check for a pulse on the man but stopped short. The hole in the man’s forehead and his exit wound had turned the man’s skull into a bowl. That was proof enough; he need not go any farther. The man was beyond help, and the fact that the man had been vomiting blood, with a dragon-like pink scale on his arm, proved he was infected as well.

“Command, mark shot out, time and location. We are still moving and deploying Hawkeyes now,” Wallen transmitted.

He and Hester exited the van and started to climb for the roof.
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“Fuck that guy, we got to get set,” Hester said softly.

“Damn bro, you’re a year from retirement and grumpy as fuck,” Wallen said, laughing.

“I am salty… fuck off...”

With the infected man dead and, for as far as they could see, no one else around, Michaud tapped the side of the van, signaling the two snipers to exit.

Both Wallen and Hester stepped out onto the concrete, donned their packs and slung their bolt guns barrel-down across their backs. Obscured by the van, the snipers helped each other up, one at a time climbing the fire ladder attached to the side of the building.

One hand in front of the other, they pulled and stepped their way all the way to the top and over the side, out of sight, keeping a low profile on the roof.

Michaud looked around, ensuring no one had seen the spider-like movements up the side of the building, and he returned to the van.

He stepped inside, placed it in drive and slowly drove to the second jump-off location.

“Hawkeye to Command, Hawkeye Alpha has deployed, and we are heading to the secondary drop location now. I will advise when we step off,” Michaud said over the radio as he drove past the dead man. His infected blood was attaching to the vans front left tire as it rolled, slinging the dark liquid gore into the fender well.
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Penix had been quiet in the back of the van, but now, after dropping off Wallen and Hester, he had more room to move about and was at ease to talk.

He opened his pack, pulling out his lightweight and quickly donnable ghillie suit. Within a few seconds, he pulled over the top and climbed into the pants.

“Michaud, I’ll exit first and then you can climb in the back and get geared up while I keep watch,” Penix said as his mind ran possible scenarios of what they could expect.

“Sounds good,” Michaud said as he drove to their jump-off site. “Look left, that’s our target. You got it?”

“I see it; it’s fucking big.”

Michaud drove the van a block south, taking an unnamed side road which came to a quick end at the forest they intended to use for cover. A quick U-turn, and Michaud backed the van as close to the trees as he could, while still able to utilize the rear doors.

He sat in the driver’s seat, drinking water and scanning the area.

He saw no movement. “Alright, man, it’s on you,” he said.

Penix grabbed his sniper’s pack and rifle, opened the doors and stepped out into the daylight. He moved quickly, crossing the few feet needed and disappearing into the forest.

He moved twenty yards in, dropped his pack and simply disappeared visually into the surroundings. His ghillie suit did its work, turning him into a ghost.

Michaud moved to the back of the van. He rapidly donned his ghillie suit, including a veil that would hide his face, and made ready to exit.

“You’re clear, move now,” Penix radioed.

Penix continued to scan the area as the rear doors of the van opened again.

Michaud stepped out and was sucked into the oak and pine trees. It was as though he had vanished into thin air. He too was gone.

“Hawkeye Charlie to Command, we are deployed. We will let you know when we are set,” Michaud radioed. Their job was to facilitate intel-gathering on the Charlie side of the target location—the rear of the warehouse.

“Hawkeye Alpha to Command,” Wallen radioed as he peered through his scoped rifle.

“Go ahead,” Command replied.

“We are set up and have eyes on. Elevated two-hundred-and-fifty yards off the center of the alpha side,” Wallen said as he continued to scan the front of the warehouse.

“Command copies.”

While Wallen scanned the warehouse, Hester pulled out his hornet drone, so named because of its size. It was smaller than a hummingbird, about the size of a large Japanese murder hornet. It fit in the palm of Hester’s hand and—unlike most drones—was silent, barely making a sound above that of a small honeybee.

“Hawkeye Alpha to Command,” Hester radioed.

“Go ahead.”

“Drone deployed, you have control. I’ll be back on my rifle unless otherwise needed.”

“Command copies, we have the downlink and have control.”

The drone was not only small and silent, but it was also controllable from multiple platforms. It was so small that the team learned it was easier for the snipers to deploy it from one of their vantage points. Then Command would take control while the snipers stayed on their rifles. They learned that if they deployed it from Command, more problems occurred during a long-distance flight, like the time an old barn-owl knocked it out of the sky, mistaking it for a bat.
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“Command, I copy. Snipers have been deployed and have eyes on,” Sergeant Peterson said. His men were geared up and loaded in the takedown vans. They were as close to the target location as they dared get, in fear of spooking anyone associated with it.

“Guys, we’ll be hitting it soon. Just going to give the snipers a few minutes to get set and give us a report of anything unforeseen, and we’ll roll in. Our approach will be through the Travis Trail just south of the target. The white sniper van will be our step-off point,” Peterson explained to the men in his van.

“Pete, did you get laid last night?” Vaughn asked. “You’re fucking way too nice today.”

“I did… Your mom says hi, by the way.”

The van erupted in laughter. “I walked into that,” Vaughn said.

“Fucking dumbass,” Monty replied from the driver’s seat.

The men all continued to laugh as Vaughn simply shook his head and smiled.
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“Hawkeye Charlie to Command,” Michaud radioed.

“Go ahead.”

“We are set, eyes on. I have a metal outward-opening door on the side closest to the Delta side. When the team makes their approach, this will be the first door they come to as they exit the wood line,” Michaud said.

“I copy,” Peterson interrupted. “Can one of you guide us in once we step off?”

“This is the only door on the southernmost side. The only other door on the entire backside, Pete, is at the total opposite end, closest to the Bravo side,” Penix replied. “I’ll link up with you guys just inside the wood line. Park next to the sniper van and I’ll tell you when to exit. Once I have you all in the woods, I’ll be able to lead you to the door.”

“I copy, sounds good,” Peterson replied. “Command, what’s the drone showing? Anyone outside, how’s it looking?”

“Hawkeye Alpha to Command, no movement on the front side. No one out. I see one camera pointed toward the loading docks, Bravo side. Pete, your rollup doors are on the opposite side from your approach. Should be clear sailing all the way in,” Wallen radioed.

“Copy. Command, keep that drone fixed on the roll-up doors. Penix, go ahead and move to the jump-off site; we will start moving that way once you’re set,” Peterson said.

“Command copies.”

“Hawkeye Alpha copies.”

“I’m moving, Pete,” Penix said as he left his partner, making his way slowly through the woods as silently as he could.
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Penix left his pack with Michaud, only taking his suppressed Armalite AR-10.

Still in his ghillie suit, he looked like a tree walking in the woods. A ghost in the wind, he moved slowly through the undergrowth, careful not to break any deadfall littering the ground. He meticulously moved through the forest with the balance, poise and style of a ballerina. Silence and stealth were his virtues.

“Pete, go ahead and move,” Penix radioed. “I’m almost at the jump-off site.”

Static crackled in his ear mic as Penix felt a sharp pain in the back of his calf. He instinctively reached down, grabbing the spot and realizing he’d been bitten by a snake. He heard the distinctive rattle and hiss as it slithered off into the brush.


VARNUM
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Where are the women? Doctor John Varnum thought as he packed a fresh box of Marlboro Lights. The palm of his hand caught the smokes as the pack impacted with each thud.

He pulled the cellophane off, watching it flicker in the wind just before he let it drift out into the world, as he drove toward the sin of the town.

He flicked the Bic and touched the flame to the cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. The smoke entered his lungs, opening his doorway to calm and thought.

He was looking for a girl.

He drove with his knees briefly as he changed his shirt, tossing the bloodstained polo out the window in between puffs of his smoke. With a fresh blue polo and a matching soft cap with a PGA symbol right of the curved bill, Varnum looked like a golf pro. The injury to the back of his head had neatly disappeared under his hat.

Varnum was a new man with a devilish grin as he began trolling for his next victim.

He needed a whore and, this time, would be smart about it.

No more houses. No more unknowns. He just needed that streetwalker with that special smile. He needed his fix. He needed his appetite quenched.
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A click-clack echoed off the dirty gray sidewalk as Sky and Barbie walked their street corner. Barbie was salty from her time on the streets, and Sky was a new face.

Each girl had their own reasons for selling their ass, and each had their own demons. We all deal with life differently, but Barbie and Sky chose to deal with their mental pain by burying it under any man with enough money to dull the sharp, agonizing memories.

A man pulled up, flashing a crisp and new twenty-dollar bill at Sky. She smiled and climbed inside the old white work truck.

The man circled the block as Barbie stood on the corner, waiting for the next man.

Heron Avenue was the legal name, but the locals knew the best black tar heroin could be found in the brick house on the corner just off of 36th Street, the one where Barbie chose to sell her ass from the sidewalk. It was the one her pimp lived in and protected her from. And it was the infamous brick house with a silver pit-bull with black soulless eyes, always chained to the front porch. The house was known as the hole.

“Hey, baby,” Barbie yelled out to the cars turning onto the street.

She knew all she had to do was wave, shake her ass and bounce her chest.

The men were so predictable and gullible, their libido would do the rest. It all made the job easy for her. She was wearing fishnet stockings and jeans shorts, ripped up the sides.

Her t-shirt was white, skintight and slit from the collar to the point that her milk-swollen breasts would nearly fall out as she leaned into cars.

“Holler back,” Sky said as she stepped from an old white work truck that read Elko Electric on the side.

“Hey baby girl,” Barbie said as her friend began to walk in her direction. “How’d that go?”

“Girl, I got the cash, and cash is king!” she laughed.

Barbie stared at her protégé, thinking, I did teach you good. Shit girl, you be alright…

She was able to keep the young girl off the sauce, never letting her chase the dragon, but instead focused her energy on getting that cash. With her motto of cash is king, she knew that the only way the girl could be saved was by buying her way to freedom.

She needed to save enough money to get the hell out of town. To get out and start over afresh, far away from the trash that called that place home. Far away from her mother who had forced her onto the streets to begin with.

It had been Barbie’s dream to first get out of Mecklenburg. Once she did, she landed in Canopy. She realized quickly that Canopy wasn’t the answer either, so she dreamed of bigger and better places to go. But time killed all dreams as she stagnated into the lifestyle of blowjobs and anal, simply to make it day to day, surviving the hell she knew as her life.

“Anything crazy, baby,” Barbie asked as she waved at cars passing by on 36th Street.

“Nah, simple. Didn’t need to stop the car, even. I just blew him quick. He was all stuttering and shit. Nerves,” Sky said as she adjusted her tube top, lifting it above her young hard stomach. Her skirt was tight, and her underwear was never worn.

“Remember our rule, baby…in the car, at our spot and never his,” she emphasized. “I had a girlfriend once—Brandy—she done fucked up and vanished after a john snatched her ass. Ain’t seen that poor bitch since. Keep it tight out here,” Barbie said as she walked in her black hooker boots. “That bitch was young, sexy and blonde, just like you. Hell, guys lined up in the fucking street for a chance to get their dick wet with her.”

Sky laughed. “You taught me too good, doll. I’ll be alright.”

Cars pulled onto the street, slow rolling past the ladies as they waved, but kept going. Then an old primer red VW van pulled up to the hole.

Barbie and Sky were walking together and the van pulled up to them, parking by the curb.
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Wind whipped across Varnum’s bald head, causing goose flesh to rise up and down his back. He shook it off, leaning his arm onto the window seal as he drove.

He had hunted in Canopy before but not for what seemed like years. He knew the girls would be up and down 36th Street and on some side streets around it. Some days, he had top-shelf pickings, while others, the girls were more like watered down promotional bottles of vodka. They looked good on the outside, but were worthless and unenjoyable once you dove in.
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“Hey, baby,” Barbie said to the man in the red VW van.

The engine banged and clacked as metal could be heard rubbing together under the hood. A smell of fresh burnt oil was oozing out from under the chassis, and the interior of the van was littered with aged, freshly crushed beer cans.

He licked his lips, smiling as he cut his eyes between Barbie and Sky. “What can I get, girls?” he asked, checking his side mirrors.

Barbie looked around to see who was watching. The van was giving off red flags left, right and center to her. She stepped in front of Sky, obstructing the man’s view. She knew he was turned on by the younger version of herself, but his van, the contents inside of it and, strangely enough, the man’s dirty unkempt fingers were telling her not to let Sky get in with him.

“What about the young thing?” he asked.

“What you looking to do, baby?” Sky asked as Barbie held her head.

Barbie knew it was too late now. She knew men like this, and the moment Sky opened her mouth, she knew the man wasn’t going to leave without some play.

Barbie knew the man wasn’t a regular, and hoped he wasn’t a mean son of a bitch when she stepped to his van and said softly, “I’ll give you want you need, sugar bear; she ain’t been tested in months.”

The seed was planted. The man was thinking with his hormones.

Tested, hmm…

He now looked at Sky as if she was a beautiful peach that he’d turned over to discover a rotten spot with a maggot protruding through the skin.

The man smiled at Barbie and held up a fist full of cash.

“So, what can I get for a boat of Lincolns?”

Barbie eyed the crinkled cash, estimating it to be near thirty bucks. “Anything but anal, sugar,” she replied with honesty and walked around the van, climbing into the passenger seat.
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Varnum inhaled as the Marlboro burned down to the filter. He flicked the used smoke out his window as his arm hung on the window seal, dangling outside the car. He exhaled, passing Domino’s Pizza and turning onto 36th Street; it was quieter than usual. most people inside of their homes, quarantined and locked down.

He cruised the block, looking for a walker, a lady of the night.

Slowly, he turned onto Heron and on the corner, saw a young blonde girl standing on the sidewalk in front of a small dirty ranch-style home.

She was staring at an old red VW van pulling off, heading away from him.

The girl waved and Varnum slowed to a stop, scraping the curb with his front tire.

“Well, well, well… look at your fine ass,” Sky said as she was standing near the curb his tire had rubbed. She unconsciously bit her lower lip, as she had a fetish for men appearing well off, older, and bald.

Sky leaned into his window, and the man whispered in her ear, causing her to blush.
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“Sweet girl, I’m going to roll the block and park. You have a place?” the man with the dirty fingers said as he drove. “All I want is my dick sucked, that’s it, baby.”

The man handed Barbie the fistful of cash and turned left on the next street.

“No need to stop, baby, I’ll take good care of you,” Barbie said as she eased her way over to him. The man was skinny and already hard.

She could see him bulging through his jeans, growing down his leg.

The man smiled and took another left-hand turn.

Barbie reached into his pants, which she now noticed were stained with old paint.

She pulled the top button apart and the zipper slid open quickly from his engorgement trying to escape. The man’s heart was racing with excitement as he made another left-hand turn, back onto 36th Street.

Barbie’s eyes bulged as she noticed how far the man protruded above her hand.

She began to think she may need both hands and took one last look out the windows around her, before going down on him.

The van had now made a complete circle around the block, almost to their exact starting point. She peered outside, and, out of the corner of her eye, noticed that Sky was leaning into another car, a sedan, not from around there. But the most noticeable thing was the driver of that sedan. He stuck out in her mind for some reason. He was also tripping a red flag in her mind.

Barbie hesitated and stared out the window.

The man with the dirty fingers became impatient. He took his left hand off the wheel and put it in on the back of Barbie’s head, easing it down onto himself. Her mouth naturally slid up and down as he drove, but her mind could only think about the man Sky was talking to.
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Sky smiled, brushing a lock of her youthful golden blonde hair behind her ear, and she jumped into the passenger seat with the bald man.

He began to drive down Heron. “My name’s John,” he said.

“Sky,” she replied and began to say something else, but was cut off.

“I never do this,” John said with a devilish grin.

He looked around and noticed no one was out.

It was getting later in the afternoon, but the lockdown had all but eliminated traffic and no one was paying a bit of attention to him. He turned right onto the next street, noticing a couple of black and red flags waving from the front doors of the homes.

Sky smiled, thinking John was being shy.

“Turn right up ahead, I know a place,” she said.

“Will you look at the flags on this street!” John said.

He motioned out the right side of the car.

“Those red ones are new,” she said as John Varnum stuck a needle in her neck, pushing his green liquid cocktail into her bloodstream.
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“Wait, man, I need you to turn around and stop,” Barbie said.

“Nah girl, you ain’t done. I already paid you,” the man with the dirty fingers said as he pushed her head back down, this time with force, interlocking his fingers with her dark hair.

Barbie gagged and spit up, pushing herself up again.

“That guy, I know him,” she continued but was again forced back down.

Barbie knew now that the sedan Sky had gotten into was driven by the same man who’d taken her girlfriend Brandy—a fellow prostitute from Mecklenburg.

Barbie had seen her get into that man’s car, and she never came back.

Her gut instinct told her Brandy was dead, and now it was telling her the man Sky had just left with had killed her. She knew she had to do something. It was now or never.

Barbie softened up and stopped fighting the man’s hand.

He loosened his grip on her hair. “That’s better, girl… you finish on up,” he said, briefly relaxing back into the pleasure of the moment. Then out bellowed a guttural, glass-cracking scream which caused a man sitting at a bus stop to pause and stare at the van as it swerved past.

Barbie had bitten down on the man’s cock and blood gushed into her mouth.

The man’s grip unconsciously let go of her hair and she moved her head as he grabbed himself. Blood dripped from her mouth and flowed between the man’s fingers as he slammed the brakes, throwing Barbie into the windshield.

She was disheveled and socked the man in the nose, instantly bursting it. The impact was perfect, and his nose looked like a tomato after being stepped on.

The old red VW van came to a stop and Barbie ran from it.

“YOU FUCKING BITCH!” the man screamed as he tried to stop the bleeding.

His pants were above his knees, soaking up the blood, as his shirt sponged up the crimson goo cascading from his nose.


THE RAID
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“Malone, on me,” Peterson said as his van began to pull onto the main road. “Command, we are moving, three minutes out.”

Both raid vans were now calm as they moved toward the target location, one behind the other. A mental switch turned on in each man. The jovial banter evaporated as brows furrowed with actions about to be taken.

Each man had their own mental checks to go over, last-minute gear checks, body positions to adjust to quickly—but silently— in preparation to exit the vans. A mental playbook turned pages in their minds as actions on the target would change upon resistance encountered.

“Hawkeyes, we are on the main street, two minutes out,” Peterson radioed to the snipers who would cover their approach.

“Copy, Pete, all quiet out front,” Hester replied.

“No movement, Pete, your route to the door is clear,” Michaud said.

“Copy, turning on target street, thirty seconds from jump-off.”

“Command copies. Drone is recording.”

“We are hard on target, Pete,” Hester said as he focused his rifle on the front entrance to the warehouse.
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Penix sat between two mossy oak trees, twenty-five yards into the wood line, sweat pouring down his back. His suit was blending with the environment like a chameleon. He could see both vans turning onto the street, making their way to the end, parking next to the sniper van.

His right hand was beginning to shake as he keyed his mic.

“Pete, you’re all cl—cl—clear, no one’s out, move now,” he said, his vision becoming as shaky as his hand. The snake’s poison moved fast through his bloodstream, ravishing his body.

In the urgency and focus of the moment, no one detected the unusual tremors in Penix’s voice and words, oddly mistaking them for nerves or pent-up aggression and excitement.
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Pete gave the nod. “Command, we are moving,” he radioed as the men staying the rear doors opened them to the world outside.

A wave of body-armor-clad men exited the vans, firearms at the ready as they moved into the wood line. The last man out secured the doors and disappeared into the trees.

Vanishing, they all took a knee in a large circle around Penix.

No one moved. Not a sound. Each man faced in a different direction, on a knee, looking for any sign of danger, listening for any approaching people and feeling for the wind’s direction.
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“Hawkeye Alpha you’re still clear Pete,” Hester radioed.

“No change in the back, Pete,” Michaud added.

“Drone shows no sign of activity,” Command echoed.
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“Are you ok? You look like shit, man,” Peterson said. “Doc, up front—move to me,” he radioed.

“We don’t have time for this shit. I got bit by a fucking rattlesnake while you assholes took your time getting here,” Penix choked out in a raspy voice, smiling anyway.

He used the tree propping him up to push his back against as he pushed off the ground with his feet. Now standing, he swayed with a pale face and spittle flying from his mouth as he spoke.

“Follow me, I don’t have a lot of time to lead you to the door.”

Doc stood by Pete, and Pete shook his head.

“When we hit the target, take care of this prick,” he said, pointing to Penix.

One at a time, the men began to file out of the circle, following the slow movement, Penix still taking the lead.

“Command, we are moving to the target,” Peterson radioed as they stepped off.

Step after step, Penix led the force through the dark shadows, deep enough in the woods that no progression or soft sound could give them away. The team was seasoned in woodland movements.

Even with the burden of their heavy armor and equipment, they were able to move with grace, poise and precision, with little noise and tight discipline.
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A hawk screeched above Michaud as he focused naturally, yet intently, on the team’s entry point. His cheek rested on the stock of his Fabrique Nationale .308 bolt action rifle.

His eye peered through his scope without strain as he stalked the target location.

He was lying prostrate on his stomach, back arched, as he was covered head to toe in a hand-made ghillie suit with a veil stretching out from his hood, over his head and past his scope.

He was invisible as the hawk swooped down within a few feet from Michaud and snatched a fox squirrel off the base of an adjacent Colorado blue spruce pine tree.

“Hawkeye Charlie to Command, back door just opened… stand by…” Michaud radioed as he observed a female walking down the steps with a black bag, cellphone in hand, and appeared to be talking. “She’s on the phone; can’t make out what she’s saying, but her movements are sharp and demanding. Sounds real pissed.”

“Command copies.”

Penix took a knee while signaling the group to do the same. Like a coordinated dance, the men stopped and dropped to a knee behind the nearest tree.

Rifle at the ready, the men scanned the area three-hundred-and-sixty degrees around the group. Not one word was spoken. They all were silent, listening to their ear mics as Michaud gave them real-time intelligence on the female.

Penix’ face was white as a ghost. He was trembling now and began to vomit.

Peterson moved to his friend. “Jesus, fuck, doc get up here,” he said.

“Let me get you to the last cover and concealment, and then doc can have me,” Penix said as a chill rushed over his spine.
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“Hawkeye Charlie to Command,” Michaud radioed. “She’s back inside now. Pete, when the door shut, I could hear the distinctive sound of an object sliding across the door. My guess is a two-by-four, wedged across the center of the door.”

“Parks to Michaud, describe the door to me again—quickly,” he asked.

His job was to blow that door right off its hinges, to facilitate a safe entry point for the team. This new information of the female ‘fortifying’ the door was causing him to rethink the type of explosive breach he needed to use.

“Commercial metal, steel door, with a steel frame, surrounded by brick. I count four, that’s a total of four hinges on the outside. Outward opening, hinges left side—closest to the delta corner.”

“I copy,” Parks said with a hint of frustration.

He had prepped for a steel door, but not a fortified one.

Breaching was an artform.

Not enough umph would cause the entry to falter and risk lives, and too much explosive would possibly cause untold injuries or death inside the target location.

Peterson noticed Parks’ heart race as his carotid artery bounced with each breath.

“Dude, you good? Tell me—” Peterson began.

“Pete—look—give me just a minute. I had a water impulse charge rigged up to fold the door. I anticipated a steel commercial door but not the extra hinges and, more so, the damn interior bar wedged across the door. I got this, give me a minute.

“I’ll tell you when I’m fucking ready.”

Pete had been on hundreds of operations with Parks and had all the faith in the world in his abilities. He knew his work was always on point, and he would make that door disappear.

“Sounds good,” Pete said. “Peterson to Hawkeye Charlie, stay hard on that door, let us know if anything changes. I’ll advise when we are about to move again.”
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Parks quickly pulled out two secondary charges he’d brought for ‘just in case’.

He spliced into the shock tube of the water impulse charge, adding two boosters to take care of the obstruction wedged across the inside of the door, and then spliced in the additional concentrated shape charges designed to cut the hinges. They were uniquely shaped pieces of C-4 and metal, which operated on the principle that iron sharpened iron.

In essence, the charge would use a piece of steel to cut right through the steel hinges. With the hinges cut off, the interior obstruction cut through, the water impulse would fold the metal door in half and the kinetic energy would push the door into the warehouse.

This new breach would take additional time to set in place but would, without a doubt, establish a safe entry point for the team.

“Pete, we are good to go, but when we get there, I’m going to need a few extra seconds to set the breach in place,” Parks explained.

“Roger that,” Peterson said as Penix continued to tremble and vomit.

But now, the bile was coming up bloody.

“How much farther is it?” Peterson asked.

Penix used a tree limb to hold himself from shaking. “I’ll take you another fifty yards, and then you’ll be able to get the rest of the way on your own, but we have to go now,” he replied.

Pete put his arm around Penix and straightened him tall.

“Get us there, man,” he said. “Peterson to Command, we are ready to move.”

“Hawkeye Alpha, all clear.”

“Command, the drone has no movement on the roll-ups, you’re clear to move.”

“Hawkeye Charlie, you are clear to move, Pete. No change,” Michaud said.

“We are moving to our last jump-off spot,” Peterson said.

With every ounce of fortitude left inside of himself, Penix slowly and methodically led the thirty-plus men through the last fifty yards of woods.

It was early afternoon, and he used the cover from the shadows to conceal the men, as well as the thick spruce pines and fat oak trees along the way.

From his experience, he knew that staying as close to the pines as he could would allow for a softer footing and quieter route. The dead pine needles would not give away their positions like the dead fall of dried oak branches littering the forest floor.

A short time later, Penix signaled the group to pause, and he took a knee and waved Peterson up to his position. He was shaking uncontrollably at this point.

Drool slipped from his mouth, pooling onto the ground below. He looked down and noticed the drool was beginning to turn a crimson.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Peterson whispered as he noticed a water faucet of blood slowly spilling from his friend’s mouth.

“Leave medic here, take that deer trail, twenty yards and you will have eyes on target. You will—” Penix explained as he started to convulse uncontrollably.

Peterson knew his friend was in grave shape, but now his seizure was making a ghastly noise they couldn’t hide. They were too close to stop now. He had to move on the target.

It was now or never.

“No Change,” echoed in Peterson’s earpiece.

“Hawkeye Charlie, no change.”

Pete stood up and motioned for his men to get tight. His breach team moved up next to him as Monty stepped out front, assuming point.

Instinctively, he led the men quickly, yet so effectively their actions were mute. All that could be heard were the chest compressions the paramedic was performing on Penix as he was left behind.

Pete turned to follow Monty as he distinctively heard his friend’s rib cage crack under the pressure of medic attempting to save his life. It was a haunting sound that reminded Peterson of breaking the bones of a freshly killed deer. Gutting the deer never involved this, but the severing of the spinal cord from the deer’s head echoed in his soul as he heard his lifelong friend’s bones break with every compression.

“Command, we are moving,” Peterson said, following his point man down the deer trail.

“I’m hard on Pete,” Michaud said as he focused his attention through his scope, providing lethal coverage for the assault team.

Michaud looked through his glass as Monty held his rifle on the door, while standing to the left of the three short concrete steps—which Parks was walking up.

Parks took his time. It was only a few seconds, but felt like a lifetime to Michaud and Monty, who were covering his movements. He peeled the backing from the double-sided tape and placed his energetic charges in the appropriate spots on the door, one at a time to ensure the interior barrier and the hinges would cut. Then, the water impulse charge could push the door inward.

Parks set his charges and moved back down the stairs, waving the team to take cover on the Delta side of the target.

Monty walked backwards as he trained his rifle on the door. He was the last one to take cover up against the brick of the target location.

Peterson’s team was now covered from the explosive as Malone’s team held tight, spread out a few feet apart, hidden in the wood line.

Each man held the rifles focused on a portion of the warehouse to support one another.

“Open your mouth and cover your ears,” Malone said.

Parks signaled the team of the impending breach. He lowered his head and pressed the button; the shock tube glowed red for a nanosecond before the charge exploded. The boom could be heard a mile away as the charges detonated. The steel warehouse door indeed folded in half.

A white smoke stagnated in the open doorway as the men made their way into the breach.

Monty was on point, leading the team up the short stairs and into the warehouse. Malone’s team emerged from the tree-laden shadows and moved to support Peterson’s team with entering and clearing the target.

The men moved swiftly but tactically through the smoke and into the breach.

Parks fell in the back of the stack and noticed that his charges indeed had done what he had hoped. They’d cut the hinges—and, by evidence of the splintered wood littering the floor—cut the interior barrier holding the door shut as the steel door folded in half and landed several feet inside, out of the way.

“Hawkeye Charlie, the team is inside, and I’m collapsing my position. We have an officer down, I’m moving to him,” Michaud said with a tear rolling down his face.

His body was dumping adrenaline and movements began to feel exacerbated.

He had mentally blocked out the fact doc had been doing CPR on his sniper partner. He had to; he had to give the guys lethal coverage upon entry and real-time intelligence.

He had to keep them safe. But now, his mind was free to think again and he worried for his friend.
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The men moved into the damp, dimly lit warehouse. They pushed off of the granite walls and noticed before them were rows of tanks.

The men stared briefly as they moved, but couldn’t help but notice that they were white and green translucent rain catchment tanks. Large ones. Rows of them.

Monty moved down the first row of tanks he came to. He was five foot nine, and the tanks seemed to stand three times his height. They were side by side, seemingly color-coded, every other tank being green or white.

“You see this?” Monty whispered as he and Peterson made their way a few feet apart down the demented aisle.

Pete nodded as he pointed his rifle at a natural break in the tanks.

They were cross-covering each other and the men behind, moving swiftly, turning into that natural break as if moving into a new room. They kept flowing and now the aisle appeared linear again, but the tanks they were passing appeared to be holding clear liquids.

The team continued to move, clearing natural and man-made voids as they went.

[image: ]


“Doc, what do you need?” Michaud asked as he approached.

Doc was sweating profusely with her eyes wide as she continued chest compression. Cora Kane ignored Michaud. She was hyper-focused on the task at hand.

“Doc, what can I do?” Michaud asked again.

Cora was in her own world. She had worked with the SWAT team for a few years, conducted countless operations with the men, and never lost a team member before.

She was engrossed in her work and, unconsciously, had tuned the sniper out.

Drool ran from Cora’s gaping mouth as Michaud grabbed her chest armor and pulled her face, directly to his. “I said, what the FUCK do you need?” he yelled.

Cora’s pupils thinned out again, and her head noticeably shook as she came back to reality. “He’s allergic to the venom,” she said.

“No shit doc, what the fuck can I do?”

“NO! He’s not only FUCKING dying from the venom’s poison, like you or I could, but he’s actually allergic to it…like a fucking bee sting. He’s a fucking pale-skinned ginger for Christ’s sake. HE’S FUCKED! But I’m working him! So, shut the fuck up and let me get on with it!”
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Malone moved with a purpose. He and his men were clearing the warehouse systematically. It looked effortless and instinctive; you would have thought they were flowing like water over a spill way, naturally, all over and without resistance.

His team came to a tank with a moveable metal stairway.

Malone looked at it briefly and motioned for Rud to climb.

Like a well-coordinated dance, Rud took the steps to gain the high ground and provide the rest of the men an overwatch. Like an Angel on their shoulder, Rud sat on top of a dirty white polyethylene tank and began to scan the warehouse from above.

“I’m trying to keep his heart pumping, so the poison can work its way out of his system. I hit him with eppy and adrenaline. It ain’t working, man! I need to shock him,” Cora explained as she tirelessly pushed his chest inward with both palms.

At that moment, Michaud heard the thump of helicopter rotors.

The world around him froze as he instantaneously knew what he had to do. It was so clear to him, like walking and talking; he had but one chance to save his brother.

“BREAK, BREAK, BREAK. Give me the channel,” Michaud radioed. “Hawkeye Charlie to Chopper 1.”

“Chopper 1,” Stackhouse answered as he flew the helo in a circle high above the warehouse.

“Officer Down…I repeat, Officer Down! I need you to land 10-33, one block south of the target location. We need to evac an officer or he will die. How copy?”

Michaud began to strip off all of his gear. He needed to shed weight so he could carry his brother. He ripped off his ghillie, dropped his leg-holstered pistol and unslung his rifle. His pack was already on the ground, and Penix’s armor had already been stripped.

He knew nothing else mattered at the moment, nothing except getting his brother onto that chopper. The only thing that could save Penix was a trauma center. And that was exactly where he would take him.

“Chopper 1, we copy; we see a clear spot at an intersection due south of the target. We are thirty seconds out,” Stackhouse said. He had heard the urgency in Michaud’s voice, but the added 10-33 distress code felt like ice flowing into his veins. He knew that code meant there was no time to lose and that the officer down was near death, if not already dead.

Michaud pushed Cora off of Penix. He looked into the waxy lifeless face that used to be his brother and without an ounce of hesitation, rolled his limp body onto his back and painstakingly stood up.

Cora was still on her knees, marveling at the superhuman feat she was witnessing. Penix must have weighed nearly two hundred pounds without gear, and Michaud was a runt of a man—small in stature, but he had the heart of a lion.

She knew Michaud was his only hope, but she had a decision to make and no time to make it. Did she stay on scene with her team, leaving Penix with no medic to work him in flight? Or did she go by her training, staying with the patient till the end?
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“Contact,” Vaughn said clearly as he turned a corner, coming eye to eye with a naked man and female. The man reached out to him as he sat with his back against the rusty bars that made up a part of his cage. Vaughn stopped dead in his tracks as he saw the cage.

“Please help us,” the female said weakly. She was filthy with feces smeared over her legs and smelled of ammonia from her body fueling her life by eating its own muscles. Her hair was thinning, and her ribcage was deeply ridged and visibly haunting.

They were inside of a cage made of tall, rusty steel bars, adorned by an old antique lock securing the door.

“Breacher up,” Vaughn radioed as he pressed his index finger to his lips. “Shh.” He needed the man and woman to be silent.
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Michaud ran as fast as his athletically tuned legs would carry him. Noise discipline was out the window. His team was inside of the warehouse, and it no longer mattered how stealthy he was. His sole focus in life was to get Penix onto that chopper and away to Trauma.

He moved step after step, and soon fell into a cadence with the thumping of the rotor blades above him. He could feel the rotor wash of the chopper as it moved directly over him, pushing the treetops left and right.

“Chopper 1 to Hawkeye.”

He could hear the pilot calling but couldn’t answer. Every bit of his energy and might was being used to carry Penix.

“There,” Stackhouse said to Charlotte and his co-pilot pointed to the intersection.

“You’re all clear,” they both replied, scanning the ground from each of their points of view.

Chopper 1 came to a shallow hover, slipping slightly south-west, to avoid a set of mailboxes. The skids touched down, bouncing slightly under the weight.

Charlotte slung open the rear door on the pilot’s side. Before the pilot could call for the downed officer, Michaud was rounding the corner and headed for their position.

Cora was close behind.

Charlotte moved and helped Michaud lift Penix into the chopper.

Cora stared briefly at her sister and jumped aboard, positioning her patient the best she could. Without missing a beat, Cora breathed into his mouth, beginning compressions again.

Michaud reached into the chopper, retrieving his rifle and handing it to Charlotte.

He motioned that he was going with medic and she nodded.

Charlotte slid the door shut and stepped away from the chopper, holding a scoped Armalite AR-10.

Stackhouse made eye contact with Charlotte and lifted the helo off the ground, pitching into the wind as he climbed.
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Parks, rifle at the ready, made his way through the aisles of death. He weaved in and out of officers as he heard Vaughn call for a breacher.

He rounded the corner, noticing Vaughn standing flat-footed in front of a cage made of steel bars. “What the fuck,” he said softly, noticing the emaciated people inside the cage.

Then the smell hit him. He gagged as he closed the distance to Vaughn.

“Can you get them the fuck out?” Vaughn asked as he noticed a group of officers clearing deeper into the warehouse.

Parks nodded his head, and then motioned for Vaughn to go ahead and leave.
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“Chopper 1 to Command,” Stackhouse said. He could hear Cora panting into her headset as she continued vainly to save Penix.

“CPR in progress, ETA to Mecklenburg Trauma less than four minutes.”

Craig Stackhouse was the best pilot to ever walk into the Mecklenburg PD’s hangar. He had been an Apache pilot during the second Gulf War, leading the initial invasion. His squadron had been miles away, online with each other, launching Hellfire missiles at countless T-62 and T-72 Soviet tanks used by the Iraqis.

He had flown for the department for decades, and, sadly, Penix wasn’t the first critically wounded officer he’d transported. With the world headed in the direction it was, it probably wouldn’t be the last officer he’d medivac for help.
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The men were clearing further and further into the warehouse. Rud was high above them, providing overwatch from atop a tank. He was scanning the far side of the warehouse, “Movement, far end, alpha side, hold fast,” he said with a perplexed voice.

He leveled his scope and scanned the area again.

That was when he heard it for the first time. The burping bubbles. At first, he wasn’t sure of the source. But then he looked down at what he was sitting on. Bubbles were billowing up to the top of the tank he sat upon.

Again…

He took out his handheld flashlight and placed the head of it against the translucent tank. What he saw next would be etched in his memory for all of time.

“What you got, Rud?” Peterson asked.

Rud ignored the radio and depressed the switch on his flashlight. As the metallic switch clicked on, a ray of light pushed through the tank, illuminating the contents.

Rud looked between his legs and noticed a human head floating underneath him, a fleshy skull with a bubbly liquid surrounding it. It reminded him of piranha fish feeding on meat in the Amazon.

He immediately knew the tanks not only held bodies, but the liquid inside was acid.

“The tanks—” is all he got out before the gunfire began.

Shots rang out as men took cover and converged on the threat.

“Pete,” Rud yelled out, “one-o’clock.”

Peterson turned to that direction to confront the threat as Rud placed a shot in that same direction. Then the lights went out. The warehouse was now in complete darkness, with the exception of the muzzle flash giving off ambient light as the suspect fired on the officers.

Peterson pulled his night vision goggles down, flipping them on.

“Go dark,” he radioed.

As a yellow and orange fire sharply emitted from the barrel of the suspect, each SWAT officer instinctively went dark, and began to view the warehouse in a green hue, while peering through their night vision.
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“Shots fired,” Strayer radioed as he moved his way between aisles.

He could tell the shooter was elevated and he moved to take cover by a white tank, to position himself to put an accurate shot on the suspect. He took a breath and placed his left hand on the edge of the coarse plastic tank.

He slowed his breathing and cleared his head as he laid his Colt AR-15 in the web of his hand. He lined his red dot with the muzzle flash. Then he heard the sound of a bullet whizz by his head. He tuned it out, took a breath, let it out—and squeezed the trigger.

Strayer took another breath, scanning the same area for the threat.

No more shots rang out. He searched for any sign of the suspect but saw nothing. Strayer smiled. I hit that son of a bitch, he thought. Then he turned around and noticed Peterson lying on the floor behind him. A pool of blood slowly encircled his head.

Strayer’s mindset changed quickly. He had been thrilled one second that he had stopped the shooter and tormented the next, knowing that the round that flew by his ear hit Peterson in the top of his head. He loved Pete, and tears began to drip from his eyes.

He could tell the bullet entered just under the lip of his helmet.

“Pete’s down, stage medic outside the breach. I’ll get him out,” Strayer said as Hetrick rounded the corner.

“You good?” Hetrick asked.

“He’s still alive, help me pull,” Strayer replied.

The two men grabbed the drag strap attached to Peterson’s armor and began to pull.

Pete was a tall and muscular man, nearly two-hundred-and-fifty pounds of dead weight, plus his gear.

As the men moved back toward the breach, SWAT officers Plott and Jester provided security for them.
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Strayer stepped into a small room closest to the breach. He hunched over, hands on his knees as he took in deep calming breaths.

Sweat dripped from under his helmet, streaming down the side of his face as he dropped off Peterson to the paramedic team waiting at the casualty collection point.

He looked down at Pete and stared as he caught his breath.

The look on his friends face was haunting.

One eye was staring back in disbelief while the other pupil had blown up like a giant balloon, the bullet having entered at an obtuse angle above his brow and exiting upward from the front of his head. It was like the bullet had hit his skull and the bone forced the bullet to change trajectory, ricocheting it before it entered the soft tissue of Pete’s brain.

“Let him go,” Hetrick said. “We have a job to finish.”

Strayer said nothing in return. He simply turned and followed Hetrick back into the fight.
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“Medic to Command, requesting immediate air evac for critical patient. G-S-W to the head, unstable at this time,” Johnson radioed. He was the tertiary plan for the team if the other paramedic, Cora Kane, needed assistance or multiple casualties were to occur.

“Command to Johnson, that’s a negative on your request. Our air assets are tied up down south and Chopper 1 is delivering the other downed officer.”

Johnson’s ambulance was staged a block off. He decided to get Peterson as stable as possible, then wrap him up in a plastic device the men could drag behind them like a sled in the snow—called a skidco.

“Command, I copy, we will prep and move him to the staged ‘bus’ once the structure is secured,” Johnson said with hope in his eyes.
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“Malone to Strayer, we are on the far northern side of the warehouse. We have a set of stairs leading to a second-floor landing. Get to us, and show me where you engaged the hostile.”

Strayer moved with a purpose, quickly re-clearing areas as he made his way to Malone.

“I’m here, up the stairs, Hostile should be down around the corner,” Strayer said. “I’ll lead us up there and you can bang the landing.”

Malone unholstered a flash-bang, held the spoon flush in the palm of his hand, and pulled the pin.

Strayer led the men from their last cover and concealment, moving up to another set of tanks, then to the base of the stairs. Malone peeled off wide from the stack of officers, exposing his position briefly as he tossed the flash-bang over the railing onto the landing of the second floor. It landed perfectly around the corner from the top of the stairs his men now ascended.

An explosion of light, ear-splitting sound and flames cooked off as the flash-bang ignited.

Strayer had paused briefly at the top of the stairs to allow the bang to explode, then transitioned his rifle onto his left shoulder as he broke right around the corner.

A shot rang out. Then another.

The men followed Strayer and continued to clear the area of the second-floor balcony, holding at a hallway with a door set deep—the door led to that floor’s guts within the structure.

Malone was just a few feet behind the men, traversing the steps as he heard the shots ring out. Knowing several of his men were clearing the corner, he focused his attention on holding security back out into the warehouse. He walked backwards around the corner, rifle raised outward, when he stepped in a tacky liquid. He looked down and even under the green hue of his night-vision goggles, knew he was standing in a fresh pile of steaming blood.
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A white vapor rolled out from the hole in Strayer’s head. His helmet was skewed and a snotty perverted color of gray and pink plastered the inside of his helmet.

It looked like a sick Jackson Pollock painting.

A female was lying dead deep in the corridor but well before the door to the interior. The men had pushed past the gore and were holding security on our next entry point.

The female was wearing armor and had a black pistol in her hand. A Glock.

The single .45 caliber round was fired from the floor upward as Strayer rounded the corner, almost simultaneously as he fired a single .223 round, striking the female as she lay prone.

The round traveled into her heart, killing her moments after Strayer fell dead on that second-floor platform of gore. Later, investigators would find the round Strayer fired during his initial confrontation had been stopped by armor the female had been wearing.

Malone turned as the men decided to push into the interior of the second floor, seeing Strayer’s lifeless body for the first time. In his lifetime, Malone had seen a lot of death. He knew instantly Strayer was beyond hope and his soul had already fled his body.

“Command, we have another officer down; we are on the second floor, pushing in to clear,” he radioed as he followed his men inside.

The door opened up to what look like a hotel hallway.

There was an elevator clad in stainless steel and a large mirror on the wall opposite of the doors. The floor was a nice tan carpet, short and well kept, recently vacuumed.

The men moved swiftly down the hallway, coming to a set of double doors.

With a head nod, one of the men opened a single door and the rest moved into the room, clearing corners as they went. The doors opened up to a larger room that appeared to be an elaborate bedroom with a large walk-in master bathroom in the corner and an oversized king bed in the center. The men made their way around it, still under the green hue of night vision. A dresser stood in the corner next to a small closet door.

The men cleared the room for people, finding no one.

The men were at a stalemate, having cleared this side of the second floor. They all turned to exit the double doors they had entered moments before and cleared back down the hallway, turning at the end to a second hallway.

Malone pulled the pin from another flash-bang and tossed it to the end of the hallway. It too exploded in light, ear-piercing sound and fire.

The men continued to move, quickly flowing two and sometimes three men at a time into the rooms, both left and right.

“Primary warehouse is clear,” Command radioed to the men. They each heard this in their earpieces, while continuing to clear the remainder of the structure. Within a few minutes, Malone’s team had finished clearing the second floor.

“Second floor is clear,” Malone radioed to Command. “We have one suspect dead and an officer K.I.A.”

Malone hung his head in sorrow, knowing Strayer was dead, and there was nothing he could’ve done to stop it. He had planned to lead those men up the stairs, but Strayer had taken his place. This would come to haunt Malone for the rest of his life.

“Command, we have a living area on the second floor. We will start secondary clears and go from there,” Malone radioed. “Send me three guys to assist.”

With a swelling throat from the pain of the price paid during the operation, Command replied, “we copy.”


THE SEARCH FOR THE CURE
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The CDC Denver was on lockdown as McKinney pulled up to the gate. A uniformed guard exited his quarters and approached his car.

“Good day, sir—” the guard began but was quickly silenced by McKinney.

He held out his badge and police identification.

“Hey, sir, I have to get in to see Doctor Jamie Jones. It’s an emergency.”

“Detective, you’re the only one on my list today,” he said, backing up, retreating into his shack. He pushed buttons and the tire-deflating spikes rotated back into the ground. The metal security arm in front of McKinney’s car raised and a third barrier in front of the physical gate entrance disappeared into the earth.

The guard waved at McKinney as he proceeded to drive into the parking lot.

Doctor Jones was waiting for him. He sat on top of a picnic table and smiled as McKinney pulled in. “The chopper is about to spin up, so grab the gear you think you’ll need, and let’s head to the roof,” the doctor explained as McKinney stepped from his car.

The men quickly shook hands. “I’m right behind you.”

McKinney grabbed a black bag from the trunk, doubled checked he had his radio and pistol, and moved quickly to the entrance.

The men walked into the facility with Doctor Jones leading the way.

“We are taking the chopper; it will get us there faster and hopefully, they can drop us off close enough. Canopy isn’t losing its mind as bad as Mecklenburg.

“And the good news is Denver is case-free right now. Canopy is starting to report more and more infections, but the amount of infected in Mecklenburg is astronomical.”

McKinney began to reply, but an unmistakable vibration reverberated from his hip. He looked at his phone in hopes that it was his wife calling, but knew he’d never hear her voice again. Instead, he read Captain Sanders on the call ID.

The elevator opened and both men stepped inside. Doctor Jones pressed the button for the roof, and they began to move as McKinney, reluctantly, answered his phone.

“McKinney, I’m sorry to call, but we did get in touch with your wife,” Sanders said softly. McKinney tried to stop him, but it was too late. He kept on talking, letting his mouth run away with him. Captain Sanders didn’t know that Michaud had already broken the news to him.

His voice was full of sorrow. “She’s gone… I—I—I’m so sorry. She’s dead. The officers found her deceased at your home. All signs point to the virus.”

The elevator doors opened to the setting sun. Doctor Jones stepped onto the roof, staring at a crew chief in the near distance, performing safety checks on a Black Hawk helicopter.

“Thank you for calling, sir,” McKinney said, hanging up the phone as his captain tried to speak. His mind was slowing down.

He felt the world was ending, and the feeling he had no one left to love was reincarnated.

This fucking place never fails to disappoint, McKinney thought.

It wasn’t the first time the department had dropped the ball on notifications.

He had pushed the pain of his wife’s death down deep so he could focus on saving the town, so he could focus on the task at hand. But the department had to dredge the pain right back up as if they were mining for gold. They just kept on digging.

McKinney placed his phone back as the engines screamed to life from the Black Hawk. The rotors slowly began to wind up as he stared at them. Around and around, they went, just like life—circling with a purpose. He turned to the now shut elevator doors and caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection of the stainless steel.

He was sad again, and alone. Truly alone now. His wife had been a good person and at one point, a great wife.

But over the years, she’d soured. She had begun to hate McKinney. To loathe him for simply being himself: too nice, too helping and too caring. Then she started cheating on him.

One adultery turned into many, and many turned into countless affairs. But he still loved her. He still yearned for her and still wanted to grow old with her.

The rotors swung fast and pushed the wind into the back of his head. He looked at the man in the reflection one last time and thought to himself, you die with her. I’ll find a better version of myself. She killed you, for years she hurt you. It’s time to find that guy you knew before you married her. He blinked and looked at the stainless steel again.

This time, he saw his wife Becky. She was in the distance. She waved at him, blew him a kiss and grabbed his hand. She dropped her head, turned away while holding his hand and led him into the coldness of the afterlife.

Goodbye, he thought.

McKinney was now truly free.

No one was left in the reflection of the elevator, except for himself. His true self.
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The crew chief motioned for McKinney to put the headset on and McKinney complied.

“Hey man, glad to have you aboard,” the crew chief said as the rotors gained speed. “Give me the address where you want to go. Doc has already briefed us on the plan, just need to know where to head.”

“800 South Stack Road. Out in the sticks, twenty miles northwest of us. Small strip of land with a trailer,” McKinney explained.

The crew chief repeated the address, not only to verify what McKinney had said, but to also relay the location to the pilots.

“We are plugged on, stand by for takeoff,” the pilot said over the headsets.

The UH-60 Black Hawk slowly lifted off the ground, turning into the setting sun, pitched nose down and gained altitude as it left the CDC building. For the second time, Doctor Jones was headed to find a sample, but this time, he had McKinney—to help save Mecklenburg.

The chopper flew high above the town as the setting sun gave way to the chaos below.

The town of Canopy wasn’t going as crazy as Mecklenburg, but it also wasn’t anywhere near normal for a summer’s evening.

In the distance, Doctor Jones could see a handful of fires scattered around the road and, far in the distance, could see flashes of light bouncing all over the ground.

“You see the flashing light way out there?” the crew chief asked Jamie as he pointed to it.

“I do.”

“That’s gunfire. It’s also near the Mecklenburg line. The small fires you see closer to us is the Canopy line.

McKinney and Jamie both nodded.

“We are headed northwest of that small cluster of house fires,” the crew chief said as he pointed.

“What’s our ETA?” McKinney asked.

“About eight minutes,” he replied.

Jamie sat across from McKinney, strapped into his seat, holding onto a black backpack. He motioned at McKinney and said, “you’ll find a small green bag attached to the bar on your right. It’s a bio-mask. Grab the bag and bring it, just in case.”

“What else do you want me to carry, doc?” McKinney asked as he took the green bag and strapped it to his leg.

“Brian was good enough to stow a couple of rifles in here for us, behind your seat,” he said as McKinney fished out two AR-15’s, handing one of them to Doctor Jones.

“Three minutes,” Brian transmitted.

Again, both McKinney and Jamie acknowledged the crew chief with a nod.

The chief was constantly leaning in and out of his gunner’s door, manning his mini gun.

McKinney looked around, noticing a small brown crew bag. He opened to a plate carrier adorned with magazines and more loaded magazines underneath the armor.

He quickly donned the armor and handed Jamie a handful of mags.

“Thanks,” Jamie said as he stored the ammo in his pack.

“One minute out, guys. Once we see a suitable dump-off site, we will have you both jump off, and we will racetrack above until you’re ready for pickup,” Brian said.

“Copy,” Doctor Jones said with a smile. He knew they were getting closer to the cure.

One step at a time, they would erase the virus.

“This time, doc, use your radio if you need us, but don’t forget you still have the IR strobe.”

His eyes widened, thinking about the last time he’d stepped off of that chopper. Those wolves had nearly killed him. Thankfully, Brian was the best door gunner and crew chief around. His skills with the mini-gun were life altering, in more ways than one.

“There,” the crew chief said, pointing to a large grassy field west of a blue and white trailer with a brick foundation. “You’re clear all around that field sir.”

The Black Hawk shifted forty-five degrees north, swinging its tail rotor around.

“See you guys soon,” one of the pilots transmitted as he lowered the helo into a hover inches above the tall grass.

McKinney and Doctor Jones in unison took off their headsets and stayed the door.

The crew chief gave the signal, and both men jumped into the grass, landing on their feet and moving toward the house, rifles at the ready.

The Black Hawk’s rotor-wash pushed the grass around the men in a circular pattern, like an alien ship in a cornfield. It flew above them at a steep angle, gaining altitude before settling into their orbit.
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The trailer was set on a concrete pad, level, with a brick skirting. It was shaded by tall pines and sweet gums.

The driveway leading to the trailer was dry dirt, with large gravel up close to the structure.

The men made their way to the house with their rifles lowered, carried in their dominant hands, trying to appear as friendly as they could to anyone looking from inside.

“Truck’s still warm,” McKinney said as he felt the hood of the old F-150.

The front door flew open, hitting the side of the trailer so hard the living room window audibly cracked. Doctor Jones fell in behind McKinney, moving to take cover by the rear of the truck. McKinney raised his rifle as he calmly said, “we mean you no harm, sir.”

A man on the front porch stood in a dirty white sleeveless tee shirt, boxers and open robe. He was staggering as if drunk, but even in the waning evening sunset, McKinney could see the man had boils on his neck and was bleeding from the ears. “Hold your fire, doc,” he whispered.

“Who’s there?” the man asked, while holding a double-barreled shotgun in his left hand.

He moved the front of the rifle into his right hand, the barrels pointing to the ground, but his posture said he was ready to use it.

“Sir, we are with the CDC; we are looking for Rosa. Is she home?” McKinney asked as he moved to take a knee behind the engine block.

“Rosa-Lee?” the man asked squinting his eyes.

“Yes sir, Rosa-Lee Hodges; have you seen her? Is she here, sir?” McKinney asked in a soft tone. “I apologize for the unconventional entry. I know it wasn’t the best.”

He could see the man was not at all confused, and his body language told the story.

Hell, maybe their own approach had thrown him off balance. It would hardly be surprising.

So, he knew who she was, but did he know where she was?

The man lowered his shotgun, still holding it, but just with his left hand now.

The barrels pointed directly at the ground, and he traversed the steps off of the porch, beat-up slippers scuffing in the dusty gravel. “I know her…she’s inside,” he said to their surprise. “I’ve been waiting for you guys to come. Come on in.”

He turned and staggered on his way, slowly walking up the stairs, his stained and stinking robe whipping in the breeze. McKinney looked over at Jamie and held up the gas mask that had been in the bag strapped to his leg.

He motioned his head toward the house, signaling Jamie to follow the man and be sure to don the mask. Doctor Jones nodded and moved toward the house as he strapped on his mask.

The man walked inside, leaving the door open.

He stood the shotgun upright in the corner, against the wall, with the barrels facing down. “She’s in the bedroom,” the man said as he grabbed a beer from the fridge. “Get you a beer?”

Now, it was clear he was losing the plot. No one would offer a beer under such circumstances. Jones shook his head. “Thanks, but we’re fine.”

McKinney stood in the doorway, breathing through the mask.

His voice was deeper now as he spoke between breaths. “Doc, follow me.”

The layout of the single-wide was noticeable as soon as they walked inside. The kitchen was to the right, living room ahead, and bedrooms down the hall, also to their right.

The furniture was old and appeared musty even though they couldn’t smell the air through their masks. The floor was covered in a worn dark brown carpet with a subfloor that gave and squeaked with every step.

Both men moved with a purpose down the hall, eyes forward, and entered the first room on the right. Empty. They continued on, entering the next room. It, too, was empty.

A creaking sound echoed in the hallway as the men moved toward the last room. The sound was obvious, not only coming from the men, but also echoing from behind them. It bounced off the dark, filthy smeared walls and yellow smoker’s ceiling. It was coming from the man in the kitchen as he caused the subflooring to move with his footsteps.

McKinney was leading Doctor Jones to the end of the hall, to the door of the last room, when he heard the shotgun blast.

It rang out from behind them, so they pushed forward into the last room. “You hit?” McKinney asked Jamie as he cleared the room.

He had his rifle up, and his eyes scanning just over top of his sights.

Doctor Jones tripped on something, fell to the floor, and got lost in the open bags of trash that were consuming the room. He frantically rolled around, trying to get to his feet.

It was almost comical.

Almost.

He pushed off a taut object under the bags and stood up. He raised his rifle in a panic, realizing what was underneath.

No one was in eyesight of the room, just mounds of garbage and black, bloated plastic bags. McKinney turned to address the shot they had heard from the hallway, posting his left hand on the door frame, laying his rifle in the web of his hand. He noticed the gray and red brain matter dripping from the ceiling in strands of dark crimson muck onto the headless man lying on the floor. The goddamn shotgun was still clutched in his hand.

“I found her,” Jamie stammered as McKinney stared into the nightmare of the hallway.

McKinney could hear the fast-labored, mechanical breathing from Doctor Jones. He turned to him, noticing a bloated female face staring at him from within the mound of trash.

Jones moved the bags away from the body.

She looked like a fat, engorged tick, about to pop.

Her arms were covered in red scales and her eyes looked like they were holding tomato soup. He moved additional trash as he said, “I don’t think she will give us any kind of usable sample!” Without thinking, he did as he always would—force of habit—and poked her with his rifle. The female burst, spraying decomposed bile, goo and sinewy strands of decay. It covered himself and the room, top to bottom. The stench was appalling.

“Motherfucker, she exploded,” Jamie yelled as he wiped the muck off of the lens of his mask. He cleared his vision only enough to run. He pushed past McKinney and hurtled down the short hallway as fast as his legs would go, stepping on brain matter and bone as he passed by the dead man. He ran out into the front yard, ripping his mask off and stripping his clothing.

McKinney knew this day was fucked.

He collected himself mentally as the female’s body fluid collected around his boots. “Well, fuck me,” he said as he stepped into the hallway. Rifle up, he made his way back to the kitchen.

McKinney knew when he’d first laid eyes on the man that he was infected.

The man had to have known it as well. He’d chosen to exit this dying world on the express train of a double-barreled shotgun. The fact that he wanted those inside to see the dead girl before he shot himself was disturbing, but gave credit that the girl was indeed Rosa-Lee Hodges.

But what clinched it for McKinney was the letter and two drivers’ licenses sitting on the kitchen table, sprayed with drops of fresh blood.

One license was of a Rosa-Lee Mitchem, and the other of the headless man in the hallway—Eli Mitchem.

The note was addressed to whom it may concern:

The virus has us all. The world is dead, I’m going home. Eli

Jamie hunched over and puked in the tall grass. The wind was blowing in his face as he breathed deeply. He took a few steps away from his bile and fell to a knee as the grass brushed against his cheek. He loved the smell of grass. It reminded him of the horses as a child; he would take them out to graze, let them run free in the fields. He missed those days.

He started to calm his mind as boyish childhood memories flooded over him. He smiled and touched the green blades as they softly swayed. He could hear the ground thunder of galloping horses, and he smiled. But his eyes snapped his mind back to the reality of hell, when he saw the men with rifles approaching in the distance.

McKinney stepped from the trailer and could hear the hoof fall of a group of horses.

He thought it was a stampede at first, but then looked close on the horizon at armed men riding in their direction.

“Jamie, get the fuck up and run,” he yelled.

Both men took off fast, running behind the trailer, heading toward the wood line. The men had seen them and were coming fast. McKinney grabbed the radio and keyed the mic.

“Hey guys, were in a shit load of trouble down here.”

“Inbound, three minutes out,” a pilot replied.

The thud of the Black Hawk’s rotor blades could be heard in the distance as they ran.
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“Left door, turn ninety degrees,” Brian told the pilot as he readied his volcan minigun.

The pilot adjusted the bird to line up a shot for Brian.

“Fuck! No good, I need you to come from west to east to give me a clear path on these assholes. If not, I’ll hit our guys,” Brian said as the pilot banked the chopper west to do just what Brian needed.

“Where the fuck is he going?” McKinney yelled as they ran from the last wood line into the open field before the river. The trees slowed the advancing horde down, but they could hear the trampling hooves gaining on them.

Shots rang out. A whoosh of air could be heard as the rounds cracked just above the men as they ran.

“Dump what you can, and swing your pack to the front,” McKinney yelled, “we are headed for the river.”

Jamie tossed his rifle and dumped his leg bag that held his mask.

More shots whizzed above them.

The men came to the river’s bank and without hesitation, jumped into the rapids. The water was rushing, white caps churning against the rock as McKinney’s head surfaced.

He had been an extremely strong swimmer in the past, but the clothing, gear and violence of the water was making it next to impossible to manage.

He took a breath as hot brass rained down on him, sizzling as it hit the cold water of the river. The Black Hawk had flown a circle around them, gaining a better angle of attack for the door gunner. The sound of freedom echoed in the wind as the mini gun opened up with a steady burst of man-killing power.

“JAMIE!” McKinney yelled out as the water pushed him downstream. “JAMIE!”
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“Hostiles down,” Brian radioed to the pilots. The threat was over, but the cost was mental torture. To stop the men from killing McKinney and Jones, Brian was forced to kill the horses.

“Let’s find our guys,” the pilot replied.

McKinney arched his back, using his pack to float in the swift water. The dirty black water pushed him around the bend as he heard the chopper approaching from upstream.

He flipped over in an effort to side-stroke his way to shore.

That was when he saw Jamie, face down, lifeless in the water.

“JAMIE! Goddammit,” McKinney screamed as he swam for the doctor. His mind raced. Jamie couldn’t die; he was the one who was going to save them all. He had the cure. He was going to—then it hit him. Something was tugging at Jamie. Pulling on him like a bobber.

“I got our guys, fifty yards off the southern bank, near that—fuck me, there’s a gator next to one of them,” Brian transmitted. He saw McKinney swimming for Jamie who was face down, being pulled on by a gator. McKinney was twenty yards off, swimming for all he was worth.

“Drop low, twenty yards off the deck and turn me ninety degrees right,” Brian told the pilot. The chopper dropped and swung into the position he wanted.

Brian took his mini-gun and strafed the riverbank, eating away trees and dirt. The rounds flew above the men, and the sound spooked the gator.

McKinney was dragging his pack with his left arm and shoulder as he side-stroked with his right. Brian could tell McKinney was tiring. So, he made a decision.

Brian stripped his armor, took off his safety line, and helmet and said, “guys, put the tires in the water, I’m exiting.”

The pilots knew exactly what their door gunner was about to do.

The chopper dropped low, beating the river with rotor wash, and Brian jumped in. The pilot pitched the chopper away from the water and now with only the pilots on board, flew the bird to a grassy spot just off the bank of the Black River.

Brian surfaced and swam over to Jamie. He turned his lifeless body over and held him tight.

He hit the flotation device all aviation crew members wore under their armpits and, while holding his chin above water, swam for all he was worth.

“Pull him to the shore, I’ll get his pack,” McKinney said as Brian swam with Jamie’s limp body, leaving his pack to float.

The men swam till their fingers scraped the muddy bottom of the shoreline. Exhausted, McKinney helped Brian pull Jamie onto the bank.

They cleared his mouth of debris the river had pushed in and gave him rescue breaths. Jamie faced the sky with no pulse and a waxy, bloodless face.

“Come on asshole, breathe,” McKinney said as he forced air into his lungs.

Nothing.

McKinney took a deep breath with the anticipation of forcing additional air into his friend.

He hovered over Jamie’s body and noticed his face was turning pink. Jamie’s eyes rolled as he began to vomit the brown river water.

The purge spewed in McKinney’s face as his reflexes jerked him away. He wiped the crud from his eyes, rolling Jamie onto his side to keep him from choking on the puke.

Jamie sat up, breathing on his own. There was no more time to waste, waiting for him to recover fully.

As if all was fine, Brian handed him his backpack. “Let’s go guys, the bird is waiting,” he said.

Jamie could hear the rotor blades whipping the air.

He grabbed his pack and with McKinney’s help, stood up. The three men made their way to the chopper. They jumped aboard and flew off just as the sun set for the night.


SECONDARY SEARCH
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The warehouse was so big, SWAT used other unit assets to help them detail a secondary search. From the top down, the search continued. Officers checked in every nook and cranny in which a person could hide, whether they were dead or alive.

Malone’s team kept control of the second floor, lifting mattresses, checking closets, under beds, inside the refrigerator, inside the cabinets, and using a camera to clear above the drop ceiling. No one was located.

A master switch turned on the overhead white lights as the secondary search continued on the main floor of the warehouse.

Each one glowed bluish as its ballasts warmed, ultimately turning to a brilliant white light.

A diagram of the structure was sent inside to the men as they searched. It was twenty-one-thousand square feet with forty-foot ceilings. The second floor was an office space on the schematics but had been renovated into living quarters. The concrete still had worn tire impressions from the decades of John Deere tractors rolling off of the old assembly lines.

Again, every possible hiding spot was checked. Officers two and three at a time cleared the areas and double-checked behind each other.

Gurgling caught the attention of an officer as the lights turned on, not just one officer, but most everyone searching the warehouse floor.

The lights shined through the translucent rain catchments. The containers were all plastic, and some were empty, while others held a clear liquid; the majority held a dark macabre liquid stew.

Officers stood perplexed, attempting to wrap their minds around what their eyes took in.

“Bodies,” Rud radioed to the men below him.

He had been providing overwatch security during the initial clear and had seen a human head inside the tank he stood upon. Now that the lights were bright, he could see the carnival of death quite clearly. “My tank has body parts floating, dissolving in—acid, I presume. I’d venture to bet most of the tanks in here are about the same.”

The men instinctively stepped forward in an amused and dark, “I got to see this” kind of childish way. It was like a train wreck; everyone had to go forward, then stop and stare.

“Rud to Command.”

“Go ahead,” Command answered.

“The liquid in the tank appears to be acid,” Rud explained. “I’ve got multiple bodies in the tank I’m standing on that look like piranha are feasting on.”

“Be advised, secondaries are complete, and the warehouse is clear,” Malone radioed to Command. “Rud, hold what you got for detectives. Guys on the second floor, hold what you have for incoming crime scene and homicide.”

“Rud copies.”

“Command copies, and we will be sending a couple of EOD techs inside, just in case.”

“Malone copies,” he said, then added, “Get hazmat from Meck Fire en route as well.”

“Command copies.”

Malone walked around the second-floor bedroom as he waited on crime scene and homicide detectives. He noticed the nightstands next to the bed. It was obvious a male resided on one side of the bed and a female—probably the dead one in the hallway—on the other.

He moved about, noticing several picture frames on top of the dresser against the wall near the door. He picked up a silver frame in his gloved hand and walked out into the hallway with it. He looked down at the dead girl, blood jellifying around the side of her face flush with the floor. Malone looked at the officer next to her and at the picture frame in his hand.

“What do you think?” he asked the officer.

“It’s her,” he replied.

Malone looked at the picture of a girl posing next to a man in a clean and crisp power suit. It was definitely her.

He glanced again and his eye caught a glimpse of Strayer’s broken skull in the background.

Shaking his head, Malone tried to suppress the sorrow his heart was feeling. He tried to use the hate he had for the girl and did so by trying to identify the man in the photo. That man would be a person of interest, more than likely their second suspect.

“No fucking way that bitch did all this alone,” Malone said for the group to hear as he walked back into the room.

“Command, the female K.I.A is pictured with a man in several photos throughout the bedroom. The living quarters suggest she did not live alone,” Malone explained.

“Command, I concur,” radioed an on-scene Homicide detective. “We have evidence suggesting a male suspect. Exigent circumstances are at play. Has anyone found any mail or ID’s? Call out if you do.”

“We have a room full, sir. Head up to the bedroom.”

“Copy, on my way,” Detective Hawkins said.

With his laptop open, Detective Hawkins began running names located on mail and legal documents as Malone and other officers handed them to him. He also started the process for land lookup and commercial holding pertaining to the warehouse.

“1300 E. Industrial Avenue, is owned by the Contagion Corporation. It’s an LLC handling imports and exports… hmm,” Hawkins said as he jotted notes on his legal pad.

“Here’s a hospital ID,” an officer said as he handed it to the detective.

“Dr. John Dupont Varnum, MD.”

He ran his name and opened another tab to run the job abbreviations. “John Varnum, no priors, no utilities, no house, spotless Equifax report.” Hawkins voiced as he compared the hospital ID photo to the picture of the man in the crisp business suit, standing next to the now identified dead female.

“The female—Jill Eugene Varnum, thirty-seven, listed address of 200 East Beach Drive. It’s over in the Hayden Lake area,” another detective added.
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Charlotte walked up to the rear of the warehouse, putting her phone back in her pocket. Her hair waved in the wind like the American flag on Patriots’ Day. Yet it was tattered from the human costs given by the heroes who sacrificed it all to save the captives and identify the killers,

She paused at the back of an ambulance as the flashing red lights bounced off the structure in the dark. The medics were tending to one of the last rescued hostages. The downed officers and female hostage had been transported earlier by other ambulances. The lone male captive was more mentally injured than physically, so he was the last to be transported.

The Mecklenburg Hospital was overwhelmed with cases of Red Death, yet made room and staff available for the gravely injured officers.

“Can you tell me if you’ve ever seen this man before?” Charlotte asked the man in the back of the ambulance. He was trembling, dirty, smelled of ammonia from his body eating itself and near hypothermic from the experience of it all. His body was in flux.

His eyes adjusted to see Charlotte as she handed him her cellphone.

On it was the picture of a bald man in a white coat, smiling. The man began to stammer as he answered. His face was pale, and he said, “Oh, yeah. I know him. That’s the devil.”

“How so?” she asked. Charlotte knew it was the one who’d kidnapped the man, who’d tortured him and was the most responsible for the gore inside of the nightmares staining the warehouse. But she needed the man to tell her it was him, to actually say it.

“He made the ghosts. They walked at night as I was in my cage. Some would taunt me. Some would try and feed me food that would disappear; others would incessantly scream. They wouldn’t stop!” the man cried. “He was going to kill me, but God sent you… I prayed for the police to come. Oh, I begged God to send you… And you came. You’re angels!”

“Did you ever see anyone else? Did anyone else try and hurt you?” Charlotte asked.

“No, just him and the girl upstairs. We called her that because we never saw her. Hell. almost never. We mainly just heard her voice from in the ceiling, like she was flying above us. But the man would always tell us how we were making his wife mad, that we shouldn’t do that…”

She smiled slightly, pain in her eyes.

Satisfied the man had identified John Varnum as the lone surviving suspect, she gave the man a hug and just as with Hunter Burns, whispered in his ear, “His funeral will be a closed casket,” she said. His face echoed her words with pleasure.

Charlotte walked into the warehouse of horror for the first time. She had circled above in the chopper as they’d identified the location and wondered what they would find inside. Her sickest imagination wouldn’t even come close to what she saw.

The exterior metal door was folded in half, lying in the corner as she walked in. Her feet fell on a smooth and shiny concrete floor that hauntingly echoed every step. It reminded her of pain. It reminded her of the hollow sound of loneliness while standing in a crowd.

That internal pain that couldn’t be explained.

It turned her stomach. Then she saw the first tank.

The liquid was dark, and a large and noticeable fleshy bone pressed against the translucent white tank, stopping her in her tracks.

A SWAT officer rounded the corner, looking at Charlotte as her jaw hung agape, staring into the death of the tank. “I’ll take you upstairs. Looks like you have a good idea of the gore you’re about to see. Detective Hawkins is waiting for you.”

She was at a loss for words.

For two days she had ridden in the chopper, searching for this warehouse. Never did she think that it contained giant water catchment tanks, full of decomposed bodies. She turned and followed the officer.

He led her to the stairs, and they made their way up. Charlotte paused at the top, turned and looked over the entire warehouse. The rows of tanks made her sick. The thought of each tank holding death was causing her stomach to churn.

She held the bile back, choaking down the little vomit that made its way into her mouth.

Hawkins stood, using the dresser as a makeshift desk, while crime scene techs combed the warehouse for evidence.

“Positive ID by one of the captives,” Charlotte said as she walked in the room. “I’m pushing his picture out now to the officers standing by with the other victims.”

“All roads point to John Varnum,” Hawkins touted. “Funny thing, the female is the only one I can pin to the warehouse through documentation. Mr. Varnum, on the other hand, is damn near a ghost. That is aside from the physical evidence we’ve found inside the warehouse; it’s like he’s doesn’t live here. I’ve no doubt his prints are everywhere and his DNA will pop up as well.

“A solid palm print was lifted from the lid of a tank containing a skull. How the fuck we’re going to collect the bodies is beyond me.

“Crime scene took that print and is expediting the comparison to the name. I’m confident it will come back as a match. Let’s start working up a BOLO and get a digital wanted poster to all the checkpoints as well as the locals and feds,” Hawkins explained.

Charlotte’s phone rang.

“Send it,” she said, hoping for good news. She listened intently and hung up.

“Positive ID from Hunter Burns, and the female isn’t able to talk. When the officer showed her the picture, she wet herself and became catatonic.”


DO OR DIE
[image: ]



“Head back to Denver,” Brian radioed to the pilots. The chopper began to slowly turn south when McKinney’s voice broke squelch on everyone’s headset.

“We’re not done, I still have another address,” he said as he searched his pack for his notes. “The popped blob of human wastewater was Rosa-Lee,” Jamie said, but then his memory triggered. “Yeah, that was definitely Joe’s mom, our best shot at a blood relative, but he still has that younger sister, I just don’t know if his father is her father as well, or if his mom was a whore and had a kid on the side later in life,” McKinney explained.

“That’s right. Where’s the sister? She lives in—”

“Canopy,” McKinney finished. “She’s a lot younger than Joe, and he didn’t know her that well. Never mentioned who her dad was, but I’ve a feeling she is the product of an affair.”

“So, she’s a 50/50 shot at having the blood we need?” Brian interjected.

“Well, I remember Joe telling me that his mom was a whore, figuratively speaking. That she was long divorced from his dad but still fucked him from time to time. He told me this information in the same breath that he used to tell me had a much younger sister. Her name is Jessica Mitchem, but records show she changed her name a few years back to Jessica Hodges.”

“What’s our fuel status?” Brian asked the pilots as he looked at his map.

“1.5 hours till bingo fuel.”

“I copy, set a course to 36th Street, near Heron Avenue, still in Canopy.”

The chopper banked back north and corrected onto a final path north-east. They were headed into the urban areas of Canopy, where sin lived regardless of the hour of day.

They were headed to find their last hope.

The chopper flew across the county, from the sticks of the farmland trailers to the urban shotgun-style housing projects. The chopper carried men who would either find the hope for a cure or die in an alleyway of sin. Heaven or hell, there would be no in-between.

“Two minutes out.” The pilot’s words echoed in the men’s headsets.

McKinney grabbed his pack, slung it on and slid the door open. He surveyed the ground below. To the northwest was Box Passage and the city line. The National Guard was on post, stopping anyone from entering and or leaving either town.

He could see car fires and a couple of flames dancing off the roof of a house.

The wind was cold for an early summer’s night.

“Jamie, no rifles this time, just packs and pistols. We will hustle. My intel says she is homeless, works the area—yeah, she’s a hooker. But my intel is solid and says she stays in the corner house on Heron, off of 36th, with a pit bull chained to the porch,” McKinney said.

Jamie shook his head with laughter. “Of course she’s a hooker. I mean, who’s not? This fucked up world can’t get any worse.”

He donned his pack and coughed instinctively with force.

“You ok?”

“Thirty seconds,” the pilot added.

Jamie doubled over, coughing and wheezing, dislodging a small stick from his throat, into his mouth. He spit it on the floor. “Yeah, that fucking river!”

“The area is dead, not many people out. There’s a parking lot.” Brian pointed toward it. “We can set down there and use it for emergency egress if need be.”

“The grocery parking lot?” the pilot asked.

“That’s the one, with the giant penny symbol on the roof,” Brian replied. “Guys, it’s two blocks from your target, so don’t you go dying on me,” he said with a laugh.

The chopper set down in the empty parking lot, and the men jumped out.

Heads down and packs strapped to their backs, the men moved with a purpose as, yet again, the rotor wash pushed against their bodies.

Jamie followed McKinney onto the sidewalk, headed toward Heron Avenue.

The road was littered with trash, homes with knee-high grass, low riders parked in the yard and dogs barking from all directions.

Not a soul was visible, but black flags could be seen flying from the front doors of a lot of the homes, and a few red flags, too. The sound the flags made in the rotor wash echoed in McKinney’s mind. It was like a soft crack of a whip as they waved, intended to catch the eyes of authorities to come and remove the dead from inside.

McKinney walked, noticing his cellphone vibrating from within his pack. He ignored it and kept walking.

The streetlights were on, some flickering and others shining on the men, casting their shadows ahead of them. They walked past an old VW van, engine still smoking from the busted radiator in the wreck, sitting on the sidewalk, with both doors opened. Jamie looked in the driver’s side and noticed a thick pool of dark blood. It appeared coagulated and had been sitting there for a few hours. It filled the driver’s seat and had an obtuse elongated drip of blood right into the pool soaking in the floorboard. It looked as if it were frozen in time.

The men pushed forward.

“I think that’s our target house,” Jamie said as the men crested a hill. The house was to their right just in front of them on the next street. There was a light on inside, a dog chained to the porch and an old Chevy Caprice on blocks in the yard surrounded by a short chain-link fence. A siren whaled in the background.

McKinney’s ears perked up, knowing it to be the siren of a typical police car. Firetrucks and ambulances had a louder twang to theirs. The sound drew closer as they walked toward the target house.

A shadow in the distance appeared out of darkness, half a block down from where they were headed. It was a dark figure, but it was unknown who or what it really was.

McKinney’s phone rang again.

Wanting to buy some time so he could figure out where that shadow person was headed, McKinney stopped on the sidewalk next to a dirty oak tree, and took the phone out of his pack.

He looked down at the caller ID as it buzzed in his hand.

Charlotte Kane, it read.

“What’s up?” he answered.

“We found the warehouse, SWAT just hit it,” she said, and paused. “There were…fuck, McKinney, there are officers down.”

His eyes wrinkled shut, and his body cringed as the words officers down entered his ear like the vile sound of fingernails scraping a chalkboard.

“Who?” he asked. Internally, he hoped he didn’t know who had been killed, but his gut told him they were his friends.

“Penix and Peterson are in critical. Strayer is gone, he’s dead.”

McKinney’s heart sank. It felt as if it had been ripped from his chest. He dropped his arm to the side, holding the phone. “God, please, please take care of my friends, Lord… I beg of you,” he said, quivering as he looked skyward.

Tears ran down his face as he put the phone back to his ear, clearing his throat.

“Anyone else?” he asked.

“No, but we found victims being held like the Burns kid. Caged in the warehouse.”

“The suspect? Tell me he’s dead?” McKinney asked with a seed of hope in his voice.

“Well, it’s a she and she is dead,” Charlotte said, “but there’s another one, and I’ll know more in a while.”

He stood staring at the dark figure walking up the street, starting to resemble a female.

“Look there’s a lot of moving parts on both our ends. I’m in Canopy, hopping choppers with a Doctor Jamie Jones. He’s a damn virus doctor and has the answer for the Red Death. I’ll explain more later. Just keep your head on straight, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can,” he said and kept an eye on the now noticeable female walking toward their target location.

“Hey—I—I heard about, your wife. I’m so sorry,” Charlotte said softly.

“Sorry about Kent,” McKinney said. “It’s been a shit show this week.”

The emotions in his mind turned on like a slow dripping faucet. Each piece of bad news and death dripped into his brain like acid.

He stowed his phone back in his pack and started walking toward the female figure.

“Sweetheart, can I bother you for a minute?” McKinney said as he met her at the gate by the sidewalk of their target house.

She was sweating and her hair was disheveled. Her black stockings were torn all the way up to her jeans shorts. She had been noticeably crying with mascara bleeding from her eyes. “I ain’t got time for you,” she said and shoved her way through the gate.

McKinney knew he had to take a chance.

He didn’t want to use force; he needed cooperation to find Jessica. Everything was held in balance, teetering on the words that he uttered next.

He grabbed his radio mic and said, “hover over us now.”

The female kept walking, but gave McKinney a second look as he spoke into his radio. She paused at the front door.

“Who the fuck are you?” she asked.

From the opposite side of the house, the UH-60 Black Hawk flew over. Then it hovered a few hundred feet above. Low enough that anyone outside could take notice, but high enough the people outside could still hear each other’s words.

The girl looked at the chopper and McKinney said, “As you can tell, the world is quickly dying, at the least the world that we all know it to be. I’m a police officer working with the CDC and I have to find a young blonde girl, Jessica Mitchem or Hodges. She goes by the name—”

“Sky,” the girl finished for him. “We call her Sky… Well, we did. She’s gone... taken... the same man that took my girl in Mecklenburg took her. She’s gone.”

Her temper had vanished, and she stepped from the porch, walking back to McKinney.

“Barbie,” the girl said, introducing herself. “Sky lived here with me and my man. I was trying to get home, need a damn cop to go find her. She might be dead now anyway. He drove off with her. That motherfucker. I seen his face. Twice now. I seen it…bald-ass head and looks good. I seen him…”

McKinney listened intently, running scenarios over and over again in his head.

He knew time was of the essence, and a bird in hand was better than two in the bush. He decided this new girl was going with him, whether she liked it or not.

He took his backpack off and took out a brown bag. “Come with us now. We will find your girl, and you can keep what’s in the bag. But you have to come with us now,” he said as he handed the bag to the girl.

She looked inside, noticing a stack of cold hard cash.

Her eyes widened and jaw dropped.

“I—I—I, well, I seen him,” she stuttered, “I guess I can.”

The front door opened.

“Look here that girl ain’t going nowhere unless you pay a motherfucker.” The man was standing with a pistol in his hand, finger already tight on the trigger as it lay against his leg.

Jesus, I don’t have time for this shit, McKinney thought as he put his hand back in his backpack. His fingers began to wrap around the Glock inside, but then he felt the crumpling brown paper next it. He had another stack of cash.

“I said, that bitch ain’t leaving,” the man yelled as McKinney quickly pulled the brown bag and tossed it to him.

“Cash paid, asshole. She’s mine, but I’ll have her back before midnight, Dad,” he said and winked as his other hand retrieved the Glock.

The man caught the stack of cash, felt the paper and could see the green between the tears in the bag. He laughed, taking his finger off the trigger.

“Treat that dude good, sugar,” he said and walked back into the house.

“That’s my boo, he’s always looking out for me,” Barbie said with a smile.

The man opened up the front door again and tossed something back to McKinney. The streetlight shimmered off the item as McKinney caught it.

He stood on the porch and said, “have one on me, my man.”

The words caught McKinney’s ear as he snatched the bottle from the air. The man had thrown McKinney a half empty fifth of Crown Royal. It wasn’t his brand, but he tapped the lid and took a swig in front of the man.

“Heading to the drop-off point, need extract,” McKinney radioed as he slid the bottle in his pack. He gave a nod to the man as he went back into his house.

“You ever flown on a helicopter before?” he asked Barbie.

She could hear the rotors above her as the chopper started toward the pickup site.

“What the fuck you say?” she asked.

McKinney grabbed her hand and she followed him and Doctor Jones.

The chopper landed in the parking lot and all three climbed aboard.


CLOSING IN
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“The print’s a match,” Hawkins said as he breezed through the email. “We have all we need. Pull the handle; every asset left in the department needs to be looking for Doctor John Varnum. I have another detective on her way to sign warrants for the kidnapping. That should be enough to hold him until we have the murder investigations airtight.”

“Like a fucking drum,” Charlotte replied.

Well, fuck, she thought. She had been caught up in the investigation, had called McKinney, but forgotten to elaborate on the suspect John Varnum.

The rotors lifted the Black Hawk high above the city as fires overpowered the utility lines. The pilots pointed out the lack of rioters at the checkpoint below as they flew past.

“Funny, those assholes rioting at the checkpoint. Where’d they all go? When we flew over the first time, it seemed like a hundred or more people were pissed off and yelling. I count like ten now,” the pilot said.

“Fucking animals, man,” the co-pilot added.

“The world is melting down, and those dickheads are protesting. That’s a fucking gas,” Jamie added.

McKinney looked down at his phone as it vibrated on his hip again. It was Charlotte. He sent her to voicemail and keyed up on his radio.

“McKinney to Command,” he said over the headset patched into his radio.

No answer. He turned the channel and tried again.

“Command, go ahead,” a familiar voice answered. It was Captain Sanders.

McKinney paused briefly, remembering the stress Sanders had been under and answered, “Captain, is Charlotte around?” he asked.

His tone was low and replied, “I’ll raise her, stand by.”

The voice emitting from the headset was clear and crisp as the helicopter flew toward Denver. “Charlotte to McKinney.”

“Go ahead,” he replied.

“Update on the officers; both Peterson and Penix are still in critical, but the good news is we identified the other suspect from the warehouse. Check your email, I sent you a copy of the wanted poster,” Charlotte explained.

The radio fell silent as McKinney pulled his cellphone out and opened the email.

He scrolled briefly, stopping on the BOLO.

He enlarged it, focusing on the picture, “I got it, he looks like an asshole.”

Barbie sat next to McKinney. Having never been in a helicopter before, she was nearly painted on him like a bad case of skinny jeans. She noticed he was talking, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. She wasn’t wearing a headset.

“We have a positive ID. Doctor John Varnum. Son of a bitch has been working at the hospital for years,” Charlotte said.

“Hey, you hear this?” McKinney asked Jamie and pointed to the picture on the phone.

“I am. Holy shit, I know that guy! He’s a friend of mine, did my surgery. Gave me—" Jamie said, and then realized that his friend had given him the drugs that had put him under for the surgery on his arm. The same surgery where he’d woken up during it, or really never went under, and felt every inch of pain it produced.

His eyes widened as he connected the dots and knew that man intentionally caused him to feel the slice of the scalpel and that fucking drill…that fucking drill.

He stared at the thin carbon fiber cast on his arm.

“He’s a damn anesthesiologist. That son of a bitch!”

The chopper banked, pushing Barbie even closer to McKinney.

Her heart raced as her brain was attempting to convince her they were about to crash. That was when she noticed the picture. She had turned her head, looking for a sign that they weren’t going down and that everything was ok. She was freaking out inside, and when she peered over McKinney’s shoulder, her eyes caught a glimpse of the picture on his phone. It was a picture of the man who took Sky and, who, more than likely, killed Brandy.

“That’s him, that’s the fucker who got my girls,” Barbie yelled.

But no one could hear her. Not McKinney, Brian, or Jamie, or even the pilots could hear her over the noise of the airborne helicopter. The mechanical noise, hydraulics and wind pushed her voice out the open gunner’s window, human ash thrown into the wind.

Spent shell cases littered the interior floor of the chopper. They gave evidence to the day’s events, life’s struggles and sacrifices for the greater good, and ultimately for human survival.

Barbie grabbed McKinney by the collar and continued to yell at him. He pushed her back and grabbed the green headset hanging on the interior skin of the aircraft. He calmed Barbie down and slid them over her ears.

“Goddammit, what the fuck?” McKinney said to her.

She could hear him.

“THAT—THAT’S THE FUCK WHO GOT MY GIRLS!” she screamed so loud he nearly pulled his headset off.

“Lower your voice and calm down. Take a couple of breaths and say that again.”

“The pic on your phone. He took my girls,” Barbie said with gasping breaths as she tried to calm down. She was not afraid of Varnum, but she was nearly terrified of flying in that chopper.

“Charlotte, stand by. Barbie look at this picture again. Take a damn good look, are you sure?” McKinney said as he handed her his phone.

Barbie looked at it and her cheeks flushed red with anger.

“Sure. That’s the mother fucker,” she said. “Clear as day.”

“He took Sky?” McKinney asked.

“And Brandy, but I know that bitch is dead by now,” she replied. “I might be a whore, but the street taught me one thing. Never forget the evil men! It will someday save your ass.”

The chopper hovered over the CDC’s helipad, rotating south and setting down gently as its rotor wash beat the ground. McKinney stepped off the bird, taking Barbie by the hand and Doctor Jones followed. Barbie’s eyes gleamed with relief as she stepped onto the roof. She hoped to never fly again.

The group opened the roof access door and made their way inside. Barbie pulled from McKinney, leaning her back against the wall, breathing deep sighs of relief. “Don’t ever wanna ride that thing again, fuck that,” she said.

“You did good, and we will get you some food, so just hang out for a bit. Doctor Jones and I have some work to do. I’ll take you to the cafeteria,” McKinney said.

“Fuck the food. I need something to damn drink,” Barbie replied.

“Bear with us, you’re in Denver, at the CDC facility,” McKinney said.

“The who?” Barbie replied.

“Denver’s Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the CDC. You are safe, outside of the containment areas. As you know, the Red Death’s sweeping through Mecklenburg and Canopy.”

“No shit,” Barbie added.

“We will take you down for food after a quick medical check and a pass through a sterilization room. If your health checks out, you will be free to go, but I really need you to stay. This thing is bigger than both of us, and Sky is the key. We may need your help to find her.”
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After the group processed through the sterilization room, Barbie was escorted off for additional checks.

“Hey, doc, I need you to log into your computer, I have to make a call,” McKinney said.

Within a few minutes, McKinney had Captain Sanders, Charlotte Kane and Detective Hawkins on a group Zoom call.

He systematically laid out the information he had learned since being in Canopy. He was leading up the investigation of the virus outbreak, while Charlotte’s missing person case turned into locating the warehouse of terror, being used by Mecklenburg’s most notorious serial killer.

McKinney pointed out how the two cases had now come full circle, connecting into one.

He explained how Joe’s wife and her death led to discovering the unique DNA possessed by Joe. He detailed the findings and hypothesis by Doctors Jamie Jones and Yvette Smallwood who believed they could establish a vaccine for the Red Death from Joe’s bloodline DNA.

They listened intently as McKinney told them about Doctor Jones risking his life to gather the original sample from the search and rescue leader, Derek Dutton.

With that sample, they learned what else they needed, and what else was known.

They learned about needing a sample of Joe’s blood to synthesize a vaccine, and how that last sample was destroyed. How they’d journeyed to find Joe’s estranged mother, and—ultimately—how they learned of his younger sister, Jessica (Sky) Hodges. How a sample of her blood was now the key to saving the town.

Finally, he explained that their serial killer was the same man who’d picked up Sky in Canopy, and now she was gone.

That to cure the virus, they must find John Varnum and save the girl.

Charlotte’s jaw hung loose as she intently listened to McKinney.

She thought about the Burns family, and mostly about Hunter. She thought about that brave little boy, who had grown into a fine and smart young man to affect his own escape. How he had used a shard of bone from his finger to pick the lock, facilitating his release. How scared he must have been to walk through that warehouse of death and wander through the woods for help. How he’d battled the odds to save himself.

His actions had ultimately cracked the case open. Had he not been so brave, they would not have the opportunity now to cure the virus and save the town.

“Jesus,” Captain Sanders said. “I’ll have every asset we can on this. Get the BOLO out on every email you have. Send it to every news outlet and radio station. Blast it on social media. We have to find this guy,” he said with a pause to think, then continuing.

“Doctor Jones, how positive are you of facilitating a vaccine? Wouldn’t that take—”

“Sir, nothing is guaranteed in life and to achieve anything, you sometimes first must risk everything. But the bottom line is, sixty percent of the citizens will die if we do nothing.

“But what I have seen, the possibility for a cure, is God sent. It’s a coincidence that I participated in the experimental treatments for Joe’s wife. She died for a reason, and I believe that reason was for us to identify that unique DNA profile which Joe possessed.

“I’ve been all over the world and eradicated disease in every corner of the worst places that God left a long time ago.

“I’m telling you with every aspect of my being, we can facilitate a cure for the Red Death.”


CHECKPOINT
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Varnum unzipped his little black bag of medicine. He took out a fresh syringe and multiple ampules of choice to create his cocktail. His eyes winced at reading the amount of each liquid he drew in. He had a special method in which when dosed correctly; the combination of drugs created a slight green hue within the clear syringe.

He sat idling the sedan as the sun peaked the horizon.

It was time for him to go home. He had his prize, and now he needed to facilitate his feast.

John opened the trunk; inside, Sky lay on her back, bound with electric tape.

He had no need to gag her as the cocktail that was just beginning to wear off was a chemical gag. It kept her silent and paralyzed, yet allowed all of her senses to function in overdrive, especially her sense of touch.

She stared up at him, like an old baby doll with googly eyes. She tried to scream, but nothing came out. Not a whimper or a whine. Nothing.

Varnum knew she was internally confused and more so, tormented. He enjoyed that look. The look of complete helplessness. He knew, when he saw those eyes, that he was in complete control of his victim. She could only lie there helpless; there for his taking.

He held the syringe in one hand, reaching down with his other and sliding it under her shirt. Her breasts were damp with sweat as he touched her.

“Oh, your heart’s beating beautifully,” he said with wide, dark pupils. “Let’s go home, I want to eat your soul.”

John held pressure on her chest to stabilize himself as he leaned in and slid the needle into her neck. He pressed the poison into her blood as he stared into her eyes—watching them fade into the void.

Soon, grass flew from the sedan’s tires as John Varnum pulled from the farmer’s field.

He turned onto the main road, headed north to Mecklenburg, headed home to satisfy his needs. He put a fresh Marlboro between his lips, struck his Zippo on his jeans and torched the tobacco bliss. He smiled with each breath, exhaling any stress left in his being. His head was no longer bleeding and the pain had subsided.

Varnum realized now, that he had stumbled during his endeavor. But he’d known what to do, and picked himself up; and now he was headed to the Mecklenburg line with his trophy secure in his humid and moldy trunk.

Varnum was confident in his plan to re-cross the containment checkpoint at Walker’s Bridge. His emergency medical run excuse and credentials had gotten him through the first time, so he knew the same should suffice to get him back into town.

He could see the bridge up ahead, a checkpoint on his side; on the other, concrete walls forcing any traffic allowed in or out to weave. No other car was on his side of the bridge, but a gaggle of protesters stood on the far side, occupying the soldier’s attention.

This is going to play in my favor, he thought as he reached for the gas mask lying in the back seat. He flicked his cigarette out of the freshly lowered window as he slowly pulled up to the checkpoint. He donned his protective mask, covering his entire face.

“Sir, we can’t let you in,” the soldier said, peering into the car, noticing a cooler in the back seat with a live organ sticker on its side and lid.

“Look, sir, I totally understand, but maybe you remember when I came through yesterday,” he said with a muffled tone. “I’m Doctor John Varnum, I took blood samples to the CDC, and now I have a human heart awaiting transplant. Please, let me pass.”

He looked at Varnum’s medical credentials and remembered he had indeed passed through. The red of the Cadillac stood out and reinforced his feeling.

“Go ahead, sir, good luck,” the soldier said as he stood back, motioning him past.

Varnum smiled under that black rubber mask, heart rate never rising above ninety.

He was soon inching his car across the Walker’s Bridge with a grin.

He turned the radio on, and DJ Howard was just starting the nightly news.

“W.I.T.O, 1100 a.m., DJ Howard here to bring you your latest news and weather,” he said with a drunken slur. “Breaking news; the Red Death continues to spread through the town. Authorities ask you continue to keep your distance from everyone and stay indoors.

“The quarantine is mandatory and will save lives.

“Now listen up. The police are on the lookout for a Doctor John Dupont Varnum, reported to be wanted for kidnapping, murder and other charges. Authorities believe he is responsible for nearly thirty murders and have uncovered a ‘field of nightmarish gore’ inside a warehouse, reportedly being used by the suspect to store his victims.”

Varnum’s jaw dropped, and time slowed to a near stop.

He instantly knew his lack of attention to detail over the past twenty-four hours had gotten him caught. He had killed with impunity for years, and never raised a brow.

But the last twenty-four hours had been his fall from grace.

That was why his wife hadn’t called.

That was why—but none of it mattered at this point as Lieutenant Wigman was suddenly standing at his open driver’s window, holding a picture of him on his phone, jaw agape, as DJ Howard reported in the background of the Cadillac’s radio for the soldier to hear.

Varnum’s eyes met the soldier’s and then in that instant, John Varnum knew he was caught. He looked forward at the soldiers and protestors. He saw the concrete walls and looked back at the young lieutenant.

The soldier dropped his phone, attempting to pull his sidearm, but John Varnum was one step ahead. He pulled the pre-placed Glock 9mm from under his leg, putting a perfectly placed bullet right between the man’s eyes.

With one shot, the soldier slumped to the ground, as if his skeleton had been crushed.

The crowd heard the shot and believed the soldiers were firing on them, so they started to scream and ran from the checkpoint, toward the buildings and abandoned cars.

Varnum ripped his mask off and stomped on the gas.

He slung the Cadi into the concrete walls, scraping the doors, throwing sparks as he traversed around them and hauled through the center of town.
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Charlotte grabbed her coffee to go and locked the door as she walked to her car. Bran was whining and whimpering again, pacing the inside of his kennel as she opened her door to her patrol car. She had a marked SUV with a large transporter kennel built into the entire back seat for when she took Bran to work. She, also, had an unmarked car sitting in her driveway for when she was performing duties requiring a low profile. She hadn’t planned to take her marked SUV today, but unconsciously opened the door, mainly out of muscle memory and habit.

“You want to go work today? You ready to get back at it?” she asked Bran.

He barked and paced back and forth, rubbing his body against the fencing. Whining.

“Alright, let’s do it,” she said, walking over and letting him out.

Bran was ecstatic. He jumped up, nipping at Charlotte’s arm out of appreciation and affection. He hadn’t been back to work since he’d returned from the hell of the parallel world, and like any working dog, he was juiced to be going back.

She opened the back door of the SUV and Bran jumped inside, wagging his tail.
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“I’m headed back to Mecklenburg; they’re short on manpower and going to need everyone they can get a hold of to catch that bastard doctor,” McKinney said as he shook Jamie’s hand. “The question is, are you needed here or are you going to see this thing through with me?”

Jamie paused, thinking for a moment; would it be better for him to stay here or finish exactly what he started? “Stand by.” He fingered his phone and placed it to his ear.

Doctor Jones was a leading expert in the field, but that was just it. In the field.

His heart belonged on the front line, getting the answers, no one else could.

He ended the call and said, “Doctor Smallwood is going to prep everything we need here, for when we have the sample. I pray to God that this girl is a carrier of Joe’s genetics, but I’m going with you. I’ll have the chopper prepped.”

“I never told you what really happened to Joe,” McKinney said with a tear dripping down his cheek.

Jones froze, turning his full attention to McKinney.

“You said he drowned. I assumed it was accidental.”

“He tied an old barn rope around his neck, and the other end onto a cinder block. Joe got into a rowboat and rowed himself out into the middle of Darby’s Pond. During the fifth inning of a little league game, playing next to the pond, he threw that shitty cinder block into the water, as one of the kids watched. Joe loved kids, and I can only imagine that, if he did notice that the kid saw him, his last thoughts were of regret for that.

“They never found his body, but I promise you if this girl isn’t a genetic carrier of what we need, I’ll drain that pond my fucking self to see if we can use the marrow from his bones.”
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Varnum drove on Route 3, slowing his speed as he saw no blue lights behind.

“Motherfucker! My darlings are all gone,” he screamed.

I kept them forever and now they’re gone, he thought. Where do I go now? I need my warehouse. I need the acid, the tanks! I need my stuff so I can eat her soul.

His face smudged with hatred and discontent.

He drove north up Route 3, thinking, with the girl in his trunk.
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Charlotte backed from her driveway, flipping the metal toggle turning on her car’s police radio. Almost immediately, her attention perked as the radio broadcasted a new BOLO for Doctor John Varnum, adding that he’d gone and killed a soldier at the Walker’s Bridge checkpoint, scraping the concrete barrier in the process of his escape.

Varnum was last seen driving an older red Cadillac into town, on Route 3.
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“Welcome back guys,” Brian said as the Black Hawk was just starting up.

McKinney shook his hand and placed a rifle case on the chopper, setting his bag next to it. “You guys are fucking awesome, but I hope this is the last ride we catch with you. Take me home, bro,” he said and climbed aboard.

Doctor Jones followed his lead, jumping on with his black backpack as well.

The men all donned the familiar green headsets as the chopper spun into life.

“Guys, you know what we are looking for. That girl. We believe she’s been kidnapped and being held by a deviant fucktard,” McKinney said.

“Ain’t nothing easy,” Brian added, shaking his head as he made his final safety checks before take-off.

“It’s like she’s the last hope for the Jedis in Star Wars, except she’s a whore and her only talent may be her unique blood,” Jamie added as he laughed his stress away.

“That’s about right,” McKinney said. “This whole week has been a shit show!”

The Black Hawk whirled and tilted as it left the ground, pitching parallel with the rising sun to the east.
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“Headquarters, give me that vehicle description again for that homicide bolo,” Officer Shields asked dispatch.

His radio chirped and dispatch said, “older model, red Cadillac sedan, with damage along the driver’s side, unknown tag.”

The car that just passed him matched.

His brother was an officer in Canopy and had just told him about an attempted abduction during his shift the night before. The suspect description fit for the doctor.

He thought, I got you now, fucker.

“Headquarters, close the channel,” he radioed.

“Channel is closed, unless 10-33 traffic,” dispatch said, giving an out for any officer in dire need of assistance by adding the distress code stipulation as she closed the radio channel.

Officer Shields, from a standstill at a stop sign as the fugitive passed, accelerated violently in reverse and j-turned his patrol car. Varnum saw this action and pushed his gas pedal to the floor.

“Headquarters, I’m behind that vehicle, with a positive ID on the suspect John Varnum. We’re headed north on Route 3, but he isn’t stopping—taking off at a high rate of speed.

“I am in pursuit at this time, start me everyone you can.”

On a second radio Shields had set to the air channel that Chopper 1 monitored, he keyed up and yelled, “Stackhouse—launch, launch, launch, I’m on Route 3 in pursuit.”

Shields was a seasoned officer, and he knew the quicker he could get the chopper above the chase, the better the chance of catching the suspect.

He dropped his transmission into low gear, pushing his tachometer into the red, quickly closing the distance and gaining on the suspect.

The chase was on.
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Charlotte was driving into work when a familiar voice came across her radio. “Headquarters, I’m behind that vehicle with a positive ID on the suspect John Varnum. We’re headed north on Route 3 but he isn’t stopping—taking off at a high rate of speed. I am in pursuit at this time, start me everyone you can.”

She smiled, looked over her shoulder at Bran with a genuine relief that she, for some reason, had chosen to bring him to work on this day.

Charlotte was east of the pursuit and plotted a course to intercept Officer Shields.

“Chopper 1 to dispatch,” Stackhouse radioed, launching the chopper from the police hangar.

“Go ahead, Chopper 1.”

“Launching now, ETA to intercept the pursuit, two minutes.”
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McKinney sat back against the webbing of his chair. Black Hawks were not the most comfortable of rides. Most of the time, soldiers sat on the floor, strapped in with their feet dangling below the aircraft. At least with this set up, he had a real seat that he could fall asleep in. He was exhausted and shut his eyes as the wind whipped in from the gunner’s window.

Doctor Jones sat across from McKinney with his feet propped on the hard plastic pelican case containing McKinney’s rifle. He was also exhausted, but his mind was racing with possibilities. He knew he could solve the puzzle. The matrix they found themselves in. He knew if he could get the blood sample, he could start the path to recovery for so many people. He also knew he couldn’t do it alone, but would need help from God himself.

“I copy,” Brian said on the secure channel with the pilots.

“McKinney,” Brian said.

No answer. He was fast asleep, drooling on himself.

“Jesus—MCKINNEY,” Brian yelled on his headset mic.

He kicked the back of McKinney’s seat.

“Wha—” McKinney garbled as he was startled awake.

“Contact. Your boys are in pursuit with the doctor. Turn your radio to the main channel.”

McKinney’s eyes widened as he pulled his radio out, turning the toggle to the main channel.

“Shots fired, shots fired,” rang out in his ear.

“Brian, get this chopper en route to them,” McKinney said. Brian nodded and began to give instructions to Stackhouse. The chopper turned sharply west, headed toward the chase.
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“Shots fired, headquarters,” Officer Shields calmly stated on the radio. He was a seasoned officer, and even with an elevated heart rate, he was able to control his emotions and effectively communicate with dispatch.

“Copy. Shots fired,” dispatch replied, as her voice cracked.

The chase continued at a high rate of speed.

John Varnum was pushing his Cadillac to the limits. He turned into a residential neighborhood with screeching tires and smoke billowing from the brakes.
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“Chopper 1, we are overhead and will call the chase from here,” Stackhouse said as he flew high above the treetops, and his co-pilot Cole used the camera system with overlays to track the fleeing suspect.

“Chopper 1 to Command; we have turned on our down link, let us know when you have it. Suspect just turned onto West Kathleen Way, that’s headed back toward the warehouse district.”

“We copy, down link is good,” Command replied. The brass used the down link to oversee ‘the battlefield’. They could view the chase in real time and help direct assets the best they could, to help facilitate the arrest and ultimately keep officers safer.

“Guys, see if we can get officers ready with stop sticks in case he tries to go back to the warehouse… Stand by, he’s slowing down, coming to sudden stop. More shots fired, and he just shot directly into the windshield of the car behind him. He’s moving again, taking off, doing around eighty now. Almost wrecked…”
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“I’m hit, headquarters, but continuing…my vest stopped it,” Officer Shields said, but this time, his voice was excited. Fuck me, that hurts! It’s not every day you get shot, he thought.

“Charlotte to Command, give me the channel,” she said as she pulled behind the line of pursuing officers. The speeds had begun to slow again, and John Varnum turned right onto Atlas Road, now heading north.

“Headquarters, he’s headed in the direction of the warehouse. Be advised, the suspect has a hostage. He has kidnapped a female, and we believe has her in the trunk. Watch your backdrop if you have to return fire.”

This added a new dynamic to the chase and took away tactical options for the officers on the ground. They were starting to set up positioning for a pit maneuver, but that would surely kill the female, if indeed she were to be in the trunk.
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“Chopper 1 to ground units, our thermal is picking up a heat signature from the trunk. It’s definitely a body, just slinging around in there…left turn onto South Industrial, headed right for the warehouse,” the pilot said. “It’s a dead end, so watch yourselves.”

Charlotte had made her way up into the third position in the chase.

“Get ready, boy,” she said to Bran as he whined and barked.

“Right turn onto North Industrial,” Stackhouse radioed.

John Varnum was a block from the warehouse with patrol cars lining the street everywhere, some marked and some unmarked detective cars.

He zoomed by them at a breakneck speed.

“He’s coming, hold where you’re at, and I’ll throw ‘em,” a young rookie officer said. He stood on the side of North Industrial Way with a fresh pair of shined boots, tie, and starched uniform. He paid attention to detail on his uniform, but not to his cover and concealment.

The officer stepped into the road with the anticipation of throwing the spike strip to flatten the suspect’s tires, hopefully ending the pursuit. But instead, John Varnum swerved left, pinching the officer’s body between a parked car and his driver’s side of the Cadillac.

The young officer was nearly ripped in half, dead before he hit the ground.

“He just ran over an officer,” Stackhouse radioed from Chopper 1 above. “Command, you copy? Officer down, start medic to the warehouse, he’s a block off on North Industrial.

“Command copies. Command to all units, stop that suspect at all costs, but we cannot compromise the hostage.” “I repeat, at all costs, but WE must save the girl!”

McKinney listened intently to the radio traffic.

His blood boiled as his eyes welled up with tears.

He was full of hate for this man, to the point spittle flew from his mouth as he exhaled and looked at Brian. “What’s our ETA to intersect?”

“One minute,” Brian replied, holding up a finger.

“Give me that bungee and a back strap; you’re not going to be able to stop that car with your fucking mini-gun without killing that girl. But I can,” McKinney explained.

He was already opening up his pelican case.

Brian knew instantly that McKinney was starting to set up a shooting platform by using the slack of the troop strap spanned across the open door.

He would add the bungee to help provide strap stability, allowing his barrel to naturally float. He then used the other strap to secure his back and stretch it across to the other door behind him, providing a well-trained sniper the perfect aerial platform to disable a vehicle.

Doctor Jones secured the back strap onto McKinney as Brian grabbed the bungee and slid open the side door. McKinney propped his rifle, built the stable position and slid a 178 grain Black Hills .308 round into the chamber of his rifle. Then he folded up the right ear cup of his headset, leaving his left ear covered; he could still communicate with Brian and the pilots.

“McKinney to Command, I’m in the approaching UH-60 Black Hawk. Call sign Razor-1, I’m set up to take a shot on the engine. We can maneuver inbound for the shot, how copy?”

“Left on West Industrial. Looks like he’s headed back out to the main road. Heads up, guys,” Charlotte radioed.

“Chopper 1, he’s approaching a line of blue lights, shots fired. He’s just unloaded on those guys as he passed… And back out onto Atlas, headed north, headquarters. Picking up speed now,” Stackhouse reported.

“Command to McKinney; you and Chopper 1 have the radio. Let the boys know the plan, and you have the ball,” Command said.

“I copy,” McKinney paused and motioned at Brian to look at him. “Hey man, he’s been shooting with a pistol, so we don’t need to stand off. Let’s get me in for the best possible shot. Once we start to parallel the suspect, I want the pilot to match his speed, but lower me to treetop level, and I’ll direct him where I want him to go. Either toward or away from the car. Copy?”

“I copy,” Brian said. He smiled, knowing McKinney was a magician as a sniper.

“I got you, man. We’ve done this with teams in the past, so just tell me how far you want me to drift toward or away from the car when you’re ready.

“Ideally, I think with these upcoming farms, I can get you a 200–250-yard shot,” the pilot replied. The co-pilot gave a nod in agreement.

“Copy, let’s move,” McKinney said. “McKinney to ground units. As we approach the upcoming farms on Atlas Road, the Black Hawk above you will position me to take a shot to disable the car. I can’t take the chance of shooting the driver, then the car wrecking out at high speeds, killing the girl. I’ll kill the engine, hopefully bringing the car to a slow rolling stop. You guys be prepared for a gunfight. I’ll support you from above with lethal coverage.”

“Chopper 1 to Command, we copy. He’s continuing on Atlas Road, about to leave the urban area, approaching the farms. Think he’s headed directly to the airport, to try and shake the air coverage,” Stackhouse said. “McKinney, I see you guys moving up on our right; we are backing off and giving you air space.”

Chopper 1 slowed its speed and slipped left forty-five degrees.

“Razor-1, the ball is yours,” Stackhouse said as they drifted back.

“Copy,” McKinney replied and took a deep breath, closing his eyes to focus.

He knew his training would come to bear today, with all of the hard work and the effort put forth in honing his craft, it would be put to the test.

God trained him for this moment, and the moment would come regardless of outcome.

Razor-1 took over Chopper 1 and the suspect vehicle sped along Atlas Road just off the left door of the Black Hawk. The pilot matched their speed with the suspects and lowered the altitude of their bird.

“The radio is yours, McKinney,” the pilot said.

McKinney calmed his breathing, ignored his surroundings and laid his cheek on the stock of his well-used Fabrique National .308 bolt gun. He had built that gun from the ground up, lapping the rings and seeding the scope himself.

He opened his eyes. The crosshairs in his scope had never seemed so crisp.

“About two-hundred yards to target,” the pilot said.

McKinney let his breath out and looked into the car. From his elevated angle, he couldn’t tell if anyone other than the driver was on board.

He calculated his shot, turning his top turret for distance.

The dark lines of his crosshairs were lined up perfectly on the roof of the Cadillac.

He presumed and knew in his gut that the driver was just on the opposite side of the roof. His mind slipped away to the death of the city, to the death of Joe and the officers killed during this operation to end the killings. John Varnum was a mad man and had to be stopped at all costs, Command had said. His finger moved to the trigger.

If I don’t kill him now, he will kill more officers. But the girl in the trunk? Maybe she’ll survive the crash, he thought. His mind was tormented.

Take the shot now, ending it all and risking the fate of the town, or put the round in the engine, disabling the car and letting the officers take their chances with the mad man?

“Slow a hair, slip away ten,” he radioed, asking the pilot to slow the chopper’s speed to match the suspect’s and push just a hair away from the same.

The pilot corrected the slight adjustments.

McKinney let the air out of his lungs, and, on the natural pause in his breath, McKinney squeezed the trigger. He immediately pulled the bolt aft, ejecting the spent shell casing and racking a new round into the chamber.

“Razor-1, shot out,” Brian relayed on the radio.

McKinney refocused through the scope, then he saw it.

Smoke.

The Cadillac was smoking from under the engine, and liquids were gushing from underneath the mangled car.

“Command, the suspect’s car is smoking, starting to slow down. He’s going to jump and run,” Officer Shields radioed.

Charlotte had worked her way up to the second car in the chase.

“If he runs, let him go, and I’ll send my dog on him,” Charlotte said, looking back at Bran. “You get that bad man,” she said to him.

The car continued to slow, forcing the Black Hawk above to bank right and circle around, briefly taking McKinney’s lethal coverage out of play.

Chopper 1 flew back over the air space as the suspect’s car deteriorated.

Charlotte could smell the smoke in the air, and noticed the car was beginning to drift toward a field of tall hay. It wasn’t ready to harvest, but was nearly to the point. She knew it would not provide cover for a gunfight, but the suspect could easily disappear within it.

The smoke continued to engulf the car as the suspect’s speed diminished.

Finally, the car could go no farther.

“GET READY,” a voice on the radio yelled.

Time slowed down for Charlotte as her breathing kept pace with her eyes. It was like swimming underwater as a child: peaceful, slow and blurry.

Her windshield spider-webbed as her SUV came to a stop.

She could feel the heat from a 9mm projectile burn her cheek as it lodged into the frame of Bran’s kennel behind her. Charlotte stepped from her car and caught a glimpse of a tall bald man running into the hay field, a black pistol in his hand.

She saw Officer Shields halt at the edge of the field; for sure, he knew she was going to send her dog on the man. His pistol was raised, and she heard him exchange gunfire with the suspect. He said something inaudible and disappeared behind his engine block.

“Chopper 1, he’s running in the field. K-9 has sent the dog. He’s firing at the officers…shots fired…headquarters have medic on standby. He’s moving west in the field, away from the road. K-9’s closing on him…the dog is on him. He’s fighting the dog. Everyone, hold what they have,” Stackhouse said as he called the action from above.

He circled the police helicopter in a left-hand bank as they watched over the scene.

“Motherfucking dog,” Varnum screamed as Bran latched onto his arm, and he took the pistol from the arm’s hand that Bran was fiercely biting. Pistol now in his free hand, Varnum put it to the dog’s head and pulled the trigger. Nothing! The violence of the dog’s actions had caused him to discharge his last round, locking the Glock’s slide to the rear.

John Varnum stepped back as he began striking Bran with his dead, useless pistol, stepping back into a gopher hole, snapping his ankle. He fell on his back in pain, still striking out at the dog. Bran continued to fight and hold onto the evil that was John Varnum.

Bran refused to let go.

The man gashed Bran’s head open, causing a faucet of blood to flow all over him. The blood turned slick at first, causing Varnum to loosen his grip on his makeshift hammer. The pistol flew from his hand, vanishing into the wind whipping hay.

“Suspect’s down. Everyone hold, there’s no cover out in that field. Let that dog work,” Stackhouse radioed from Chopper 1, hovering overhead. “Cole, get the thermal up on the suspect.”

“I’m up, I see it. Yeah, he’s lost the gun, it’s off in the field about twenty yards behind his head,” Cole said, “but there’s a lot of fucking blood on that dog, too. He may be shot?”

“Headquarters, the dog is still on him, he’s hands-free right now. We can see the gun, it’s off in the field, away from the suspect. Let’s move in on him,” Stackhouse radioed.

“Give me four, and we will move,” Officer Shields said.

He was military trained and planned to use the men with rifles in a wedge formation as they approached the suspect hidden from their view.

“Shields, I’ll move with you,” Charlotte yelled from her cruiser.

“Razor-1 to Command, I have lethal coverage from above, I can cover their approach,” McKinney radioed as the Black Hawk came to a high hover above the chaos. He had John Varnum in his crosshairs, watching him brutally beating Bran.

“That dog’s a monster,” McKinney uttered as he continued to cover the carnage.

“Shields, you have four officers approaching the rear of your car and lethal coverage from a sniper in the bird above. The suspect is still hands-free. Move now,” Stackhouse radioed as he continued circling the scene above.

“ON ME!” Shields yelled as he made his way into the field. The officers followed and spread out as he instructed them, two on each side, and staggered.

There was no time to waste.

They were exposed in that field of death. As they approached, the wind was in their faces, pushing the smell of blood into their senses while leaving a tacky copper taste in their mouths.

Charlotte fell in behind Shields in anticipation of handling her dog once they made contact.

The men moved swiftly and approached the suspect with weapons covering their movements. Bran continued to hold the man as Charlotte came into view.

“HANDS,” Shields yelled. “Show us your hands!”

Doctor John Varnum, totally exhausted, now lay on his back with Bran still attached to his arm. Bran thrashed his head, tearing flesh, causing Varnum to look as if he were a ragdoll.

He was limp and his spirit had given up. He was done for. Covered in blood, Bran gave one more thrash with his head as Charlotte called him off the doctor.

Bran spit Varnum’s mangled arm from his jaws and then held watch over him as if daring Varnum to move, even an inch.

“Chopper 1 to Command, officers have contact. Stand by, they’re taking him into custody now…he’s secured, and they are walking him out to the cars. Go ahead and roll medic—make that two medics,” Stackhouse radioed with elation as he flew the helo from the scene.

“Command copies, medics are rolling in now,” they said.

A tumultuous cheer erupted in the Command Center.

Charlotte fell to her knees, holding Bran. He was sitting, tail wagging with joy, eyes filled with love, facing her. The tired and dirty dog lapped the salty sweat from her brow as he smeared blood over her face. “That a boy, you got the bad man,” Charlotte said. “I’ll take care of you now. Your job’s done.”

Bran panted with a bloody drool dripping into the tall hay. His coloring was similar, a strawberry cream color that blended in with the field. He tilted his head skyward as Charlotte stood up, clipping a lead to his collar and turned with him toward the cars.


SKY
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“Brian, get this bird on the ground. Find us a spot; we have to get into that car,” McKinney said into his mic.

Brian gave a nod and pointed to an area just north of where the suspect’s car came to rest.

The Black Hawk circled the area briefly and cozied into a soft spot of hay, keeping the rotors turning. McKinney opened his pelican case, laying his warm barreled rifle inside it.

It was empty of live rounds with the single spent shell casing in hand.

He smiled, knowing that was the best shot he had ever made as a sniper, and it hadn’t been to take a life, but to save thousands of them.

A patrol car pulled off containing Doctor John Varnum after a team of medics had treated his wounds on scene. He had refused transport to the hospital but rather requested some water and food, and then to speak with a detective.

Officers on scene had used two fire extinguishers to quench the smoking engine of what used to be a red Cadillac. Now its bare metal reflected the sun like a broken mirror.

The captain of Engine 3, dressed in bunker gear hopped from the first firetruck on scene and walked over to the awaiting officer, a hooligan tool in hand.

“You guys need help with the trunk?” he asked rhetorically.

The officers smiled. One spoke up. “Sure, if it doesn’t interrupt your nap time.”

“Mac, you’re such a dick,” the firemen quipped as he set the tool into the lip of the trunk.

McKinney and Jamie Jones walked up to the rear of the Cadillac as the trunk popped. Officers stood in front of them, obscuring their view inside.

Even though they couldn’t see, they knew, based on the atmosphere and the bewildered gasps of the officers that Sky had indeed been located. The officers parted like the Red Sea, making way for medic and Doctor Jamie Jones to come tend to the girl.

Jamie leaned into the trunk, peering at the captive. She was pale, milky white, with tattered clothing. He noticed blood dripping from the corner of her mouth.

He stared intently at the drops of the red gold he and McKinney had risked their lives for. He placed his fingers on her neck, feeling for a pulse. His unconscious smile said she was alive.

“Sky,” he said softly. “I am Doctor Jones and this lovely medic and I are going to take care of you.”

She did not reply. Her eyes were open, and a tear rolled down her cheek, mixing with blood from her mouth.

Jamie thought that she was catatonic, that she was alive, but in a mental state that wouldn’t allow her to communicate. In actuality, she was under the influence of what would become to be known worldwide as the cocktail of dread.

He knew it was crude, and there was always a time and place for everything, but Doctor Jones had the bigger picture in mind, asking McKinney to hand him his medical bag.

Doctor Jones inserted his needle and drew multiple vials of blood. Then he scraped the inside of her cheek for a cell sample.

He stepped away from the trunk as the girl stared blankly at him.

“Please take good care of her,” Doctor Jones said to the paramedic as he turned over the girl’s care to her.

McKinney too stared blankly, realizing they had found the lost ark.

They had fought and nearly died for the blood samples now secure in a small indestructible pelican case that Doctor Jones carried to the chopper.

“Charlotte,” McKinney said with a grin as she walked up.

He gave her a hug and held her tightly.

“Damn, you’re old,” Charlotte said, laughing as she embraced her longtime friend.

“How’s Bran?”

“He will survive,” Charlotte said as she let go. “He’s going to need some stitches, but I’ll get him all fixed up. Hell of a shot,” she added.

“Hell of a dog,” McKinney replied.

McKinney walked back to the chopper, averting his eyes from the rotor wash as the engines roared. He grabbed his backpack and rifle case and leaned into the doctor’s ear.

“I’ll make sure the girl gets help, then I’ll have a guard on her. If she is needed at the CDC Denver, you call me, and I’ll get her there!” he yelled over the engine noise.

Jamie gave McKinney a hug, nodding in agreement.

“I’ll call you soon,” he yelled as he stepped aboard the Black Hawk. He stared back at the man who had saved his life, the man he had fought beside and the man who would forever be his brother. His heart was full, knowing they had the piece to the puzzle. Now it was up to him to put those pieces together for all of humanity.

McKinney grabbed his gear and, as he walked in the tall hay field, the Black Hawk lifted off with the answer for the Red Death plaguing his town.


THE VACCINE
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“Razor-1, inbound to CDC-Denver,” the pilot said as he lifted above the officers below.

The day had been full of quick chaos, but the journey had just begun for the men.

Doctor Jones felt the cool breeze from the open gunner’s window. It beat against his cheek in a soothing indulging moment. His mind was calm as that same cool air filled his lungs.

He smiled and looked down on the houses they were now flying over.

The moment faded to dread as began to notice the black flags flying from a massive number of homes. His brief moment of success was now overshadowed by the stakes at hand.

Thousands, if not tens of thousands, would live or die based on the vaccine…

Based on him…

[image: ]


“Damn glad to see you,” Doctor Yvette Smallwood said as Jamie walked from the decontamination room with the samples they most desperately needed. The hard case containing the vials was secure, and he placed it in the isolated and thermal-controlled staging closet.

“Fuck, do I have stories to tell you, when this is over,” Jamie said.

“I have the room ready; test cultures are prepped with the known viral sample. So, come on then. Let’s see what we can do,” she said. “Oh, and Mike will get clean and assist us too.”

“Doctor Jones, you have a priority call, I’ll push it to your desktop,” a voice over the intercom said. He knew the voice; it was an FDA Doctor, but he couldn’t quite remember the name. So, the FDA sent a board member to watch the vaccine trials, he thought.

“Thanks for taking the call, we know you’re incredibly busy. I’m Doctor Gibson, Chief of Medicine for Mecklenburg Hospital, and Doctor Nunez from Harbor House is also on the line.”

“Glad I’m around to take the call,” Jamie said, knowing what he really meant was that he was glad he didn’t drown in that river, and glad the wolves hadn’t eaten him.

But he was even more glad the Red Death hadn’t found him.

“We know you’re busy, but you must know the dire need our facilities are in. If we don’t get a path to the cure, a way to eradicate this plague—if we don’t get a vaccine, the town will fall. If the town falls, we cannot contain the spread and the US itself will ultimately fall.”

“I understand—”

“We know you understand what’s at stake.

“But we have to advise you that our facilities are overrun with the disease and, if we collapse, that will be the foothold the virus needs to take the town. The Mecklenburg Hospital’s morgue is overflowing. We are now burning bodies of the dead in our own parking lot. Every room is double and triple-filled with infected,” Doctor Gibson explained.

“Look, Harbor House is also overrun with the sickness. However we are unique, as we’re an asylum. We have patients who are legally bound to die without ever leaving the facility again,” Doctor Nunez said.

“Gentlemen, I really have to—” Jamie started to say.

“Look, it’s mathematically simple. We have two facilities that can no longer support the community causing a boiling point in the spread of the virus. One facility is an asylum full of the dregs of society. The other is a hospital designed to heal the sick, fix the broken, and save the good souls of this town. What we are trying to tell you is very simple,” Doctor Gibson said.

He ran his fingers through his hair to the nape of his neck.

“Put aside the FDA and all the fucking red bureaucratic tape,” he went on. “When you have a viable sample to test on humans, you start with the infected at Harbor House. If it doesn’t work, you tweak it and then use it on more of the infected at Harbor House.

“When the dosage is established, when GOD has given you the nod on the vaccine and it’s ready to save lives, then start rapidly vaccinating every one of the infected at the Mecklenburg Hospital. We’ve conferred with our medical board directors, and under the circumstances of either do something or everyone dies, they’ve agreed to this human trial format.”

Doctor Jones had been an expert in his field for many years.

He had seen death and destruction on levels most people couldn’t comprehend.

He had sworn an oath to treat the ill to the best of his abilities. For the benefit of the sick resonated in his head. I will prevent disease whenever I can, for prevention is preferable to a cure. His mind raced in that brief pause before he replied.

He knew his duty and his morals, his faith and his character.

In unprecedented times in history, unprecedented actions must be taken, or man will fail.

“Gentlemen, the human race is but experimental. One that isn’t going to die in my hands. I have sworn an oath, and times are dark, life-altering and potentially life-ending for the masses.

“You know we have checks and balances, boards to satisfy with results.

“Treatments are denied and or approved within the blink of an eye or the inefficiency of snail mail. I’ll be in contact with you as we progress and understand fully. I am aware time is not a commodity this town is afforded. On my last flight, I looked upon the town below, and the black flags flickering in the air ate my soul.

“They were a haunting reminder that Death is walking the streets of Mecklenburg, our streets, devouring the elderly—man or women, it makes no difference—but it’s the children it’s killing that is eating me alive,” Doctor Jones said with a dry throat. “You mentioned the bodies being burned in the parking lot of the hospital. In Sudan, I watched tribal elders toss dead infants into the stack of bodies to be consumed by fire.

“I won’t let this happen here! NOT HERE! NOT IN THIS TOWN!”

“Doctor Jones, again we will be filming and recording your work,” said the operator. “In case of an emergency, under no circumstances will we let you out of this room. The room will go into full decontamination mode and we will deal with you and your assistant after the fact. Do you understand?”

Jamie looked at Mike and Yvette, all three securely in their positive pressure suits.

They knew the operator inside of Command was just doing his job, but they were all fully aware of the procedures and had been for a very long time already. It was irritating at best.

“Thanks for the reminder,” Jamie said in jest.

Mike laughed, then retrieved the blood sample from the hard case.

Jamie took the sample and walked it over to the frontend automation rack, just as he had done thousands of times over his career. He pushed a green button, and the machine pulled the sample into its core. The machine rocked and shimmied as it ran the vial of blood through the computerized centrifuge. It spun the blood separating the red blood cells, platelets and plasma.

The computer then pushed the vial over to aliquoting, where it would generate a precise sample to be analyzed.

The vial was labeled Jessica Sky Hodges, assigned a barcode, and recorded into archives.

Jamie took the sample, viewing it under a microscope as the computer analyzed the DNA.

“I see it,” Jamie said. “Mike, come look.”

Mike slid over and peered into the eye ports of the scope, immediately knowing what they had been looking for was present.

Yvette took her turn, also confirming what Jamie had seen.

Jamie’s mind flashed back to when he’d first identified Joe’s blood as unique, remembering that special marker within his DNA. He was seeing that same green spider-like nodular working hand-in-hand with the host’s immune system.

He looked at Sky’s blood and it too possessed the same nodular that paired with her immune system, creating a natural shield against bacteria and viruses.

He was, again, looking at a theoretical fountain of youth.

She was not only Joe’s biological sister, but also a complete blood match.

Moments later, the computer DNA typing agreed.

Sky was an exact match for Joe Hodges, and the answer to the cure.

“What we have is a complete match,” Jamie explained on a group call consisting of FDA, CDC and WHO doctors. They were the ones who made the calls.

They held the paperwork and round-tabled any experimental treatments within the United States. They also held the keys to FDA vaccine approvals.

The board was looking at the recording of what Jamie had actually viewed under the microscope. “At this point, you believe you can isolate the green nodular that is paired with the immune system of that host and weaponize it against the Red Death?” a board doctor asked.

Smiling, Jamie said, “We’re military trained, sir, and that’s exactly what I intend to do. My colleagues and I can start trials as soon as we synthesize the first sample vaccine.”

“Time is of the essence, Doctor Jones; the board is in agreement with animal times. As soon as you’re ready to begin, you have the go ahead. Doctor Jones, again we will be filming and recording your work. In case of an emergency, under no circumstances will we let you out of this room. The room will go into full decontamination mode and we will deal with you and your assistant after the fact. Do you understand?” the operator asked.

For fuck’s sake, I know this. How many times does this guy have to…?

“Yes, I get it,” he said, shaking his head. His positive pressure suit was tighter than normal, or maybe his stress level was what was actually hurting his body? He and his team had been working around the clock to establish the first sample vaccine, and now they had it.

“Ignore that guy, Jamie; he’s just doing his job,” Mike said.

The bags under his eyes were an example of the toll his body was taking. He was exhausted. His body hurt. He was hungry and lack of caffeine was making him punchy.

Jamie took the culture plate with a sample of the Red Death, and, under the microscope, injected it with the sample vaccine. Then they watched.

After three failed attempts, this one worked. The virus on the culture was dying.

“The culture showed promise, Doctor Jones; move onto animal trials,” the board said unanimously. Jamie was excited, but apprehensive. The FDA was not quite the driving force, but rather it was the doctors representing the CDC and the WHO. But for now, this would do.

He was drained but would take the win.

“Do you think we are rushing things?” Yvette asked.

She knew they were, but it was unequivocally a time in history that would either save mankind or destroy it.

“We are,” Mike interjected as he sipped a well overdue cup of steaming black coffee.

“I think we all agree that we are, but let’s keep an eye on the big picture. Every minute we waste, someone dies a horrible death. It’s a fickle balance of saving the most lives.

“How many do we sacrifice now for the safety of the race? Does the means actually justify the end? I’ve never been all in on that. Not one hundred percent. In my mind, you could never be all in for the now in anticipation of a promise at the end.

“I used to date a girl who made a lot of promises, and she broke them all. Maybe this whole thing is really that simple. Can the promise be kept?” Jamie explained.

The trio fell silent as they thought about the things in front of them.

Typically, it would take years of trial to come up with a new vaccine. Even with cutting the red tape and avoiding the assholes trying to line their pockets with profit from the dead, it would take months to effectively establish the exact vaccine.

“Get some rest. I’d say go home, but the town is in near ruins, and we all know we are here until the end,” Jamie said. “Animal trials start in the morning.”

Jamie left the group and took the elevator to the roof.

He walked outside, smelling the air around the helipad. It was rancid.

The air smelled of burning flesh, jet fuel and bloated roadkill. His stomach turned, thinking about the amount of suffering taking place off the horizon. He was in Denver; the night was clear, stars shined bright and the wind blew into his face, south from Mecklenburg.

A distinctive flapping sound grabbed his attention. It was the old red, white and blue at half mast, flapping in the breeze. It made the exact sound of the black flags and clothing hanging from the homes of the infected.

Jamie shook his head, muttering to himself, “no more.”

His mind had come to a pivotal point in life, and he would throw every ounce of morality he had to the wind to stop this plague. Come hell or high water, he would save this town.
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“Doctor Jones, again we will be filming and recording—” the operator began with his usual disclaimer of the day.

“Shut the fuck up, Command,” Mike said… He’d had enough of the pencil pushers above. “We fucking get it, now sit there and watch the show.”

Smiling and laughing now, the trio plugged hoses into their suits, causing the pressure to stabilize. The suits sometimes felt like they were working in a see-through cocoon, and, sometimes, they felt like claustrophobic coffins. It all depended on the day.

They had been in and out of this lab for hours.

Their first animal attempt, a solid white rat, had failed and the rat had died quickly. The problem with that test was that they didn’t know if the cause of death was from the vaccine or the fact the virus had been too far advanced within the host.

The second, third and fourth tests of the day also killed the host, each host having been infected with the Red Death for different lengths of time, and each vaccine dosage tweaked and injected. The last rat was plum with white and brown coloring and bled to death from its eyes.

The blood streamed out covering its fur, turning the white hair to a crimson river.

It had been infected with the Red Death for twelve hours and had begun to show signs of impending death. This at least gained them the knowledge of timelines concerning the infection.

Any progress is good progress, Jamie thought as the day was coming to an end. Another day gone, no telling how many lives it had cost the town.

“Go get some rest, guys, I’ll clean up,” he said .

Mike and Yvette didn’t argue. They were smoked.

“See you in the morning,” Mike said as he walked into the decon room.

The metal door shut behind him with a hydraulic gush of used air.

Jamie’s chest was folding under the weight of the world. It reminded him of the man pinned under the pick-up truck, at the search and rescue hangar. The weight of that axel had cut through his breastbone, severing his spine.

Jamie now sat in a chair in front of the microscope, breathing the oxygen from the air hose as the face shield of his suit slightly fogged. It was like a war zone at that hangar, he thought. Then it hit him. War zone…

The word used by that FDA doctor—weaponized—echoed in his soul. That was what they were trying to do, deliver a nuclear strike to the enemy, so to speak.

Delivery, he thought. The delivery. How are we delivering the vaccine? The system used to deliver the vaccine?

The man under the pick-up. His chest was concaved, looking like a medieval war zone. The delivery system. The mini gun eating those wolves for lunch. The delivery system.

He stood back up.

Like a bolt of lightning, the answer struck him.

All the failed tests, and the answer was right under his snot-dripping nose. They were using the wrong delivery system for the vaccine. Just as with video, if you couldn’t deliver the images, you couldn’t watch the movie. If Command couldn’t see the battlefield, they were truly clueless of the action taking place. He had been trying to shoot a small-caliber bullet with a large-caliber platform. The bullet just slid down the barrel and fell onto the floor.

It didn’t mean the bullet wasn’t lethal. It just wasn’t lethal in the platform they were using. THE FUCKING DELIVERY’S ALL WRONG, his mind yelled.

“Problem? Meet the solution,” Jamie muttered in his suit.

Jamie could hear snoring in his headset.

The midnight shift Command pencil pusher was fast asleep in the camera room above him. He shook his head, then thought of the phone call a couple days prior with the head of Harbor House and the Mecklenburg Hospital.

The answer was going to be surrounded by lipids.

The lipids protected the delivery system, and the delivery system would act as the barrel of a rifle, allowing the projectile a forward path, spinning until it hit its target.

By infusing the vaccine into the delivery system, then surrounding the system with lipids, Jamie believed he could get the vaccine into the fight, and it would kill the virus from there.

Over the next hour, Jamie developed three sample vaccines, each utilizing a different delivery system. But they were all out of test animals. He was scheduled to infect the last rat before he was to leave for the night. This would have allowed for a fresh trial in the morning.

Jamie knew what he had to do.

People were dying, piles of bodies burning in the parking lot, echoing in his mind.

He sealed the three samples inside of a climate-controlled, hard case. He disconnected his air hose and walked to the door for the contamination room. Jamie’s heart raced as he typed in the exit code. The door cracked open with a whoosh of air, slowly opening with its hydraulics.

He stepped into the decontamination room with a red-light bleeding all around the walls. The door closed and the contamination process began.


THE TEST
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Spittle flew from Doctor Gibson as he wept in the corner of his bathroom. The shower curtain had been torn from its rod, lying over the top of the doctor’s wife.

Her torso hung over the tub and her lower body, covered in scales, loped in the bottom near the drain. Her eyes and mouth bled over the floor, turning the tile a sticky crimson goo.

“Kash, I love you,” her lips whispered as she died, while he sat on the floor in disbelief.

His underwear was stained yellow, warming him with his urine as the cold tile floor opposed him. He stared lifelessly, jaw agape as the crimson goo crept closer.

He stared at the goo as it started bubbling. Kash twisted his head in wonder as the bubbles popped, giving birth to roaches. Each burst, giving way to a fat goo-covered cockroach with long antennae. They gawked as if judging him for his wife’s death.

With discipline, the roaches formed a line and moved toward him.

The biggest of them all was in the lead. They marched in the crimson river as it ate the white tile. Then, just before they reached Kash, they all stopped and moved laterally in front of him. He was frozen with terror, like an underwater statue.

The largest roach began to slowly crawl up Kash’s leg, leaving behind small globs of his wife’s blood with each step.

He screamed like a young child running from a horror house…

Doctor Gibson violently jerked and fell from his office chair as his phone rang. He hit the floor, snapping himself out of his daily dream of death. Shaking his head, he looked around the room, realizing he was not at home, not in his bathroom, and his wife was not dead.

His lungs gasped for air as the fear from the dream left his eyes.

He opened his phone and accepted the call. “Hello?”

“It’s Doctor Jones. It’s time… Call Nunez, get three set up—and meet me at Harbor House as soon as you can.”

Gibson knew what he meant and simply said, “on my way,” as he ended the call.

He knew the human trials were starting and either the gate to Hell would open or the town would be saved.
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Jamie made one last phone call. “Spin her up,” he told Brian. Jamie was about to take a flight to Harbor House, knowing time was running out.

Whether or not his soul agreed with it, his Hippocratic oath be damned.

Doctor Jones was about to begin human trials at an accelerated rate.

The means are going to justify the end, Doctor Jones had mentally convinced himself.

The call ended before Brian could respond. He simply walked into the ‘ready room’, woke up the pilots, and they all make their way to the roof’s helipad.

Thunder rolled in the distance as heat lightning bounded from in the clouds. “Looks like the weather is starting to roll from the north into Mecklenburg,” Brian said as he greeted Doctor Jones on the roof.

Jamie looked around and noticed the winds were steady and he could see the anger of the storm billowing on the horizon. Brian took note of the storm, just as the doctor did.

“Look, we will fly in anything. We’ll keep the doors shut and make sure you keep your belt fastened,” he said.

“It’s never fucking easy,” Jamie responded as they walked into the downwash of the rotating blades. The pilots were ready to go—tired and hungry, but ready.

The men boarded the chopper and it lifted off into a background of brilliant white light jumping between rolling gray clouds.
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Screams echoed the hallways of Harbor House as Doctor Nunez sat at his desk, fingering through patient files. Rain battered his office windows, while lightning arced in the sky, burning his eyes. His eyes slammed shut as he caught himself looking into the storm. He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut, pausing briefly for the burn to subside.

The doctor pulled out three files of patients that he knew to be infected with the Red Death. He believed the patient contained in each of them would make for the best candidates, as they were all in different stages of the sickness.

If in the course of curing the town, if each patient should happen to die, no one will be coming to look for them, for the most part. Except for the one, but he’s cannon fodder at this point, the doctor thought.

Doctor Nunez picked up his desk phone as lightning cracked outside.

“Have patients 112, 349, and 396 taken to isolation,” he said, scratching the weeks’ worth of growth on his chin. “Basement isolation, please.”

He laid the phone softly into the receiver as he now waited for the rest to unfold.
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Razor-1 landed outside of the gates as rain pounded the road below. The Black Hawk’s tires sank into the silky mud as the rain was relentless. Doctor Jones stood up, ready to exit the bird, when the crew chief grabbed his shoulder. He motioned for him to put his headset back on. Jamie complied.

“Doc, I’ll be coming with you. I don’t need you dying on me again,” he said into his mic as lightning struck a tree in the forest a few hundred yards west.

Jamie nodded. “Please do, and I’ll do my best not to disappoint,” he said with a grin.

The two stepped from the Black Hawk into the slick mud as rain and rotor-wash pounded their senses.

The bird took off again, leaving only the sounds of insane patients screaming into the buffered thunder rolling above, followed by a quick crash of lightning. Jamie looked up at the guard tower and gate as they approached. Soaking wet, a figure stepped in view from the catwalk attached to the tower. They could not see much of the figure, but as lightning flashed again in the background, they could see enough to know it had a rifle.

A buzzer sounded as the exterior gate opened. They walked through, sloshing mud from the insteps of their boots. The gate closed, leaving them at a standstill between the interior and exterior closed gates, where the guard tower was located.

A flickering dim yellow light turned on, turning to white as it warmed up. It was on the tower, next to a door that started to open. An armed guard stepped from the door. “Doctor Jones I presume,” he yelled as the rain continued to fall.

Jamie held his hand out to greet the man, but the man just rushed past him saying, “follow me, this storm is going to get worse before it gets better.”

The man opened a door within the interior gate. He stepped aside, motioning the men to follow. The gate creaked with old, rusted hinges as he locked it behind them.

Jamie turned back, reached out, touching a rusted bar that helped make up the door. It was pitted and coarse, with divots that looked as if someone had bitten into it.

“Gentlemen, now would be the time to don those masks,” the guard said as he put his on.

Jamie and Brian both pulled their black rubber masks from their respective leg pouches. Pulling his on tight, Jamie’s face shield covered from his forehead to his chin, with a filter jutting out from below his left cheek.

“The virus has compromised the facility, so we have to mask up from this point forward,” the guard said, now with a deep tone in his voice. He turned and walked the men inside.

The guard led the men briskly down the corridor as their steps echoed off the white and bloodstained walls. “Stay on this side of the yellow line, whatever you do,” he said.

Brian looked at Jamie and they each shrugged their shoulders in wonder. With the masks on, the smell did not match the gore they were viewing. It was queering their senses.

To the right side of the yellow line, the walls were stained in a dark mud and plasma, with a bloody drag mark on the slick concrete floor. To the left of the yellow line, the walls were still a crisp white, yet a hint of blood spatter could be seen every so often as they walked.

The men followed as orderlies, nurses and other facility workers ran around them, tending to their business. Much like the staff at the CDC in Denver, the staff here could not go home, but were trapped inside this insane asylum.

The men walked down the dimly lit and leaking concrete steps, turning after each flight, till they stopped at an old metal pitted door.

Jamie immediately recognized the coarse metal had years of paint attempting to hide the same teeth impressions he’d seen on the bar attached to the door of the interior guard gate.

Brian breathed deeply, struggling to suck enough air in through his mask’s filter, noticing he had unconsciously sealed the filter off with his shirt. He moved his head and gasped for air. His eyes widened as his lungs inflated and his breathing settled down.

The men followed the guard into the hallway and turned right, walking to the end where Doctor Nunez stood waiting.

“Men, I can’t thank you enough for coming,” Nunez said, his voice muffled under his mask. He pointed to the door, motioning the guard to leave them.

The guard complied.

Jamie stood listening with the case of samples firmly secure in his hand—to the point his knuckles turned white and sweat dripped from his palm.

“You have three subjects for us?” he asked.

“I do,” Nunez said as he stepped to the first door. “One behind each of the three proceeding doors,” he said pointing to them. “This room contains patient 112, Dan Hopkins. He’s a paranoid fellow with a death sentence here at Harbor House. Meaning he will die here, never to see the outside world again. Let’s just say he put his kids to bed, and they never woke up.”

Jamie nodded, averting his eyes to the next door Doctor Nunez was pointing to. “Patient 349, Paula Wilson, murdered her father, sentenced to life in Harbor House,” Nunez explained. “And patient 396 is Kent Prather, who hallucinates the most vivid worlds.”

Morals were no longer holding back Doctor Jones. The unparalleled death and destruction of the town and its people had silenced his sense of conscience.

Brian held the case as he opened up, retrieving the first syringe marked nerve cell.

Jamie had devised three new delivery systems for the vaccine’s serum.

The first shot would transport the vaccine using a sensory neuron nerve cell, encapsulated in a lipid. The second shot would transport it in an embryonic stem cell, also encapsulated within a lipid. But the most anticipated delivery system Jamie believed would work, transported the vaccine in an immune cell, commonly found in Alzheimer’s patients. These cells were called microglia, and, again, used a lipid as an insulator for the delivery system.

The first door opened, and a pasty male subject sat on the padded floor.

Feces leaked from his pants as his arms were strapped behind his back by a dingy white straitjacket. He wore a solid plastic mask, totally obscuring his face and the drool.

Jamie walked into the room as the man glared up at him. He pushed the man’s head to the side, exposing the meat of his neck. He inserted the syringe marked nerve cell on it.

The vaccine entered his blood and the man hissed.

Doctor Jones said nothing. The only utterance came from lightning striking the trees off into the forest above them.

The second door opened, and this patient, too, was given a shot marked stem cell.

Jamie secured the now empty syringe and retrieved the final shot.

The padded room was pitch black as Kent bled from his eyes.

He could taste the copper in his mouth as it trickled down into his belly.

He could feel those snake-like creatures still crawling on him, still ripping the back of his neck apart to escape his now infected body. The sweat rolling from the nape of his neck pooled into his shorts as the door opened. Light rushed in, blinding Kent. He had been in total darkness for what seemed like days to his twisted mind.

His restraints kept him immobile. “What do you want?” he uttered.

Doctor Jones walked in; syringe marked microglia in hand. He pushed the needle into Kent’s neck and said, “to cure you, so the world will survive.”

“Now we wait,” Doctor Jones said. The door shut and the countdown began.
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Nearly six hours had passed, and two of three patients lay dead in their isolated cell. Don Hopkins’ head had ballooned to twice its normal size and cracked like a bird hitting a windshield, from his forehead to his spine. Even through the walls were padded, Doctor Jones heard a slight pop as the man’s head cracked open like an egg that had been dropped on concrete.

The door to Paula Wilson’s room opened to a slick goo of dark blood circled around her body. She had struggled so hard to escape her tightly worn straitjacket, she had ripped her right arm right out of its socket. It merely dangled, being held onto the body by skin alone.

Two of the three experiments were complete failures. The stem cell and the nerve cell delivery systems were not valid options.

Then they opened the door to Kent Prather. The light entered, but this time, Kent did not avert his gaze.

Doctor Jones entered the room, breathing in rapid succession through his mask. “I’ll be damned,” he said as he looked down on Kent Prather.

Kent was breathing normally. The blood had stopped dripping from his eyes, and no longer were the white of his eyes tinted crimson. Jamie looked at the man as he stood up, still restrained by the medical straitjacket and still unable to move his arms.

Amazed, Doctor Jones asked, “how do you feel, son?”

Kent looked at the doctor with bewildered eyes and mumbled. Jamie could not make out what he was saying, so he removed the shields covering the man’s face.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Where am I?”

“You don’t remember me?”

“Sir,” Kent said softly as if he were a scared child trying to figure out who had walked into his room in the dark of night. “I just woke up. I was at home and I—I woke up here and I don’t know what the fuck is going on.”

“It’s ok, son, I’m going to take care of you. Just relax and I’ll get you some food,” Doctor Jones said as he backed out of the room and shut the door.

Kent was taken swiftly to the medical ward. He was stripped naked, decontaminated the best the facility could during this trying time, and hooked up to an array of machines.

“His blood work is showing no sign of the Red Death,” Doctor Jones said as he and Nunez rifled through the test results. EKG looks good, CT scan appears normal. No more fever, no more scales. No sign at all of the virus.

“The only side effect I can see is amnesia,” Doctor Nunez said. “And honestly, the ability to forget about the world ending and the utter gore his life was dying from is the best thing that could happen to any of us.”

“This is it,” Doctor Jones said with tears streaming down his cheek.

The weight in his chest finally lifted. His mind thought of all the houses that he saw flying those black and red flags. He had done it. They had done it.

“Could it be?” Doctor Nunez asked with glazed eyes.

“Call Doctor Gibson, and tell him the end is near. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have enough vaccines to give him,” Jamie said. “Keep me posted on any changes with Mr. Prather.”
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“Razor-one, we are inbound with priority passengers, have guards on standby,” the pilot said as they took off from Harbor House Road. Brian was back in his crew chief seat, sitting in dismay at the carnage they were flying over, knowing they had the cure. They were bringing the cure back to the CDC to be duplicated.

The wind again was soothing on Doctor Jones’ face as they flew into the morning sunrise. The storms had passed an hour ago, giving way to singing birds and hope dancing on the flaps of their wings.

Doctor Jones had faced the devil and won.


THE CURE
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“Settle down, settle down,” a voice yelled from the computer. The group call was with Doctor Jones and the overseeing board made up of CDC, WHO, and FDA doctors.

They were yelling with joy, and with complete disgust.

“Your oath, you violated your oath, Doctor Jones. You were NOT cleared for human trials. You had killed every animal used until last night. Now you say, without video evidence, that you successfully cured the virus plaguing your last rat. Then you tested it on a human!” a doctor from the FDA screamed.

Doctor Jones had lied about the rat.

After having failed in all the animal tests, he had an epiphany; when time had all but run out, he did what was best for the human race. In his mind, if it caused the death of all the Harbor House patients to find the cure, he was willing to risk it.

They were criminals, doomed by society and left to die anyways.

He now believed—but dare not voice it to this board—that the Harbor House patients were a justifiable sacrifice the world had to make.

“I understand your position, and I too swayed with the decision. My conscience was eating my very sou; but on the other hand, all of humanity was at stake. I made a decision, and I ask not for your forgiveness, but for your blessing to move forward with vaccinating the patients dying at the Mecklenburg Hospital.”

“Are you mad?” a voice echoed as they fought for and against each other.

The bantering back and forth with undertones of ‘playing God’ fell silent as a video began to play. The board doctors calmed as quickly as if the Pope himself began to speak.

“This is Kent Prather,” Doctor Jones said as he pushed play.

The video showed a dirty wild man in the final stages of the Red Death.

He was bleeding from his deep crimson eyes, vomiting in his room, and scales were present on the back of his neck. The doctors knew that at the stage of infection Kent was experiencing, he would be dead in a matter of hours.

Doctor Jones used the time-lapse feature and before the board’s eyes, a miracle was witnessed. They viewed Doctor Jones on camera, administering the severely infected man with a vaccine, and then they watched the time lapse of the virus being driven from the man’s soul. “He was vaccinated with test serum three, labeled microglia. In the end it was your words that triggered my mind. The words ‘weaponizing’ was the trick because it unlocked the door of the delivery system, and that, my friends, was the key,” Doctor Jones said to a silent crowd, a single tear dripping from the corner of his eye.

“In times of great peril, mankind must risk everything to survive. I was witnessing the end of God’s great experiment, and I couldn’t stand idly by wasting any more time. For every minute a cure slipped through our fingers was a child being thrown onto a new burn pile.”

Whispers spread through the board.

“What I found was that the vaccine was the cure, but, in the animals, they all died because of our delivery system. What I know now—” He pointed to the video as it continued to play a healthy Kent Prather. “…is that the best delivery system is an immune cell found commonly in Alzheimer’s patients—microglia. When I use the microglia to hold the vaccine and then encapsulate the ‘package’ with a lipid, the host could not reject the vaccine. Thus, effectively delivering the vaccine and eradicating the disease.”

The board conferred for nearly an hour, going over data, videos and tests, before coming back online with Doctor Jones.

“Sir, we have only one question for you,” an FDA doctor asked. “Were there any other tests performed that we are unaware of?”

Jamie thought quickly; he could read the room and could tell the board was about to give him FDA approval for an experimental treatment involving patients at the Mecklenburg Hospital. He knew that if he now told them about the two patients who had died from the stem cell vaccine and the vaccine marked nerve cell, the approval would be denied.

He knew Doctor Nunez had picked the patients and specially told him they would not be missed. That they were sentenced to death and were the deepest dregs of society.

He also knew that Harbor House had already incinerated the bodies and their records.

So, he lied…

“Gentlemen, I had an inkling and created the serum, while establishing the new delivery system. I knew the patient was near death and we could hurt the man no further than he had already been hurt. So, we selected him and him alone. If the test would have failed, we would have gone back to the lab. But it didn’t, and now I stand before you and God Almighty with a cure for the world’s deadliest outbreak known to man.”

On the video call, Doctor Jamie Jones could see the board members stand up as the majority of them began to clap. Some doctors walked out in disgust, but the board voted twenty-five to seven in favor of creating the vaccine for an emergency application and experimental trial to be performed at the Mecklenburg Hospital ASAP.

The board had exceeded the two-thirds of votes needed to move forward.

Within twenty-four hours, the first shipment of vaccines was produced and packaged for delivery.
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Doctor Kash Gibson stood on top of the Mecklenburg Hospital overlooking a burning pile of the dead as the city continued to slip into a gory chaos. He ran his fingers through his hair to the nape of his neck, as it waved beautifully in the rotor wash of the incoming chopper.

He smiled for the first time in what felt like forever, because hope was in the air.

The smell of hope was beginning to drown out the smell of disease, despair and death.

Sometimes, hope was all that was needed. A seed of hope was all it took when good men stood to perform evil upon evil men.

During the course of the next day, nurses were educated and began to vaccinate patients throughout the hospital, starting with the most severe cases.

The first case was that of Captain Warren James with the Mecklenburg Fire Department. He had been burned badly saving the lives of his men during the King Air crash at the Mecklenburg airport.

When the nurse walked into his room, a preacher dressed all in black was already down on a knee, praying at his bedside. She could hear the rights being read to the dying hero and smiled with a glimmer of hope, knowing she held the cure to his affliction.

Nurse Jackie walked around the preacher.

“This won’t take but a second,” she said and gave her patient his experimental dose of the vaccine marked RD-3.

“W.I.T.O 1100 a.m., DJ Howard here to bring you your latest news and weather. As the town burns to the ground, folks, I have some real hope! A VACCINE has been created! A cure for the Red Death has been found! They’re calling it RD-3 and it’s a damn miracle!

“Just forty-eight hours ago, the morgue was at capacity, and, for the safety of the town, bodies of our dead were being burned in the parking lot of the hospital. NOW—we are about to hit the first day without a reported Red Death fatality. FOLKS, this vaccine is real, it’s the cure we have all been praying for, and Governor Wilson is about to address the media…stand by,” he said with love in his voice. He had been severely depressed, locked in his home and on the verge of ending it all, when his producer had emailed him the report to read.

“Good folks of Colorado,” Governor Wilson began as he stood smiling before the bright lights and cameras. “WE HAVE A CURE!” he yelled with fists clinched to the sky. A tear ran down his face as sweat formed around his collar.

The media went into a frenzy with questions.

“Let me explain,” he said.

In the background were Doctor’s Jamie Jones, Yvette Smallwood, Kash Gibson and members of the medical board who had enthusiastically approved the treatment.

“Behind me, you will see the heroes, who not only risked their lives to bring you this cure, but they also systematically developed it, mass produced it and have distributed it to the sick and dying at the Mecklenburg Hospital.”

The governor stepped back from the microphones, turned to the group of doctors and began a standing ovation. The media followed suit and, cheering and clapping ensued as camera shutters clacked by the dozen. The governor continued to back away and gestured for one of the doctors to step forward and take the mic.

The doctors all smiled and turned to Jamie. With tears of joy and relief, he stepped up and took the microphone.

The camera shutters stopped, and a hush fell over the people as Jamie said, “when I was a little boy, I had a dream of a demon chasing me in a cornfield. I had this dream several times before ever telling anyone about it. One morning my father and I were fishing, and I told him about this demon. I told him about how it chased me and how scared I was running in that cornfield. My father listened intently and at the end, he took a deep breath.

“He said, ‘son whether you believe in the devil or not, evil exists. It comes to us in forms of people, poverty, sickness, and dread. You can’t run from it as it is everywhere…but you can stop it’. At this point in the story, my father caught a fish and reeled it in.

“He took it off the hook and tossed the fish up on the bank and just let it flop around. Well, we had never fished like that in the past, always being very cautious of how we treated animals. We almost never ate what we caught, but only fished for sport and threw the fish back.

“So this was out of character for him. That fish flopped on the bank, searching for the water, for its air to breathe, so it could live.

“I bent down and scooped up the fish and tossed it back into the dark water of the pond. My father looked at me and finished his story. He said, pointing to me for the action I just took saving that fish, 'just like that, son, the only thing that can triumph over evil is for a good man to do something about it. If you had done nothing, that fish would have died. But you took action, and the fish lived.’”

The crowd was silent.

Doctor Jones cleared his throat, took a sip of water and continued, “If we,” he pointed at the doctors behind him, “would have just sat back and watched the evil chasing the citizens of this town through the cornfield, lives would have been lost. But as a group, we took action to confront that evil, and we burned that fucking cornfield to the ground!”

Doctor Gibson stepped to the mic.

“I am beyond humbled to tell you that out of the eight-hundred-and-sixty beds—which we had double and triple-booked with Red Death patients—we have vaccinated over sixteen hundred, and over the last two days, nearly sixteen hundred patients have been in full recovery, either showing no signs of the virus or very little,” the doctor said to the cheering media.

“This hospital treats on average several thousand patients a day with anything from life-threatening injuries and diseases to minor ones.

“I am pleased to announce we are back open to the community and will be sending out vaccination teams into the town to save even more lives.”

Governor Wilson now stepped forward again.

“Today starts a new day of hope! A day of survival and a new beginning for the town of Mecklenburg,” he cried out.


EPILOGUE
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The glass window reflected McKinney’s face into the sun’s glistening morning as the barber’s pole rotated next to the door. A bell rang as the door opened up to the shop. With a smile, Bobby said, “it’s a brand-new day, my friend.”

The men embraced and a man waiting on a shave stood tall, clapping for McKinney. His heart was full of gratitude as the news of McKinney’s heroics began to spread.

He had helped save the town and everyone knew it.

“How about a shave?” he asked Bobby.

“Take my seat,” the clapping man said as he pointed to a barber chair.

McKinney had always been a humble man and was uncomfortable with the attention the strange man was displaying, but, nonetheless, he took the man’s seat. “Thank you, sir.”

McKinney sat in Bobby’s chair, perched in the window like a display.

He could see the town or what was left of it. The fires had been extinguished, the dead removed from the streets, and the damaged buildings boarded. The rebuilding process was underway.

The constant sound of sirens was gone but the National Guard soldiers were still abundant. But, now, in the warm morning air, as birds could be heard singing, the soldiers were now a sign of healing and progress. They accompanied CDC and WHO vaccination teams as they distributed the lifesaving vaccine now known as RD-3.

He could no longer contain the tears, and they rolled freely down his face like a raging river, pushing the shaving cream into the collar of his shirt.

Bobby knew Joe Hodges was still weighing heavy on McKinney’s heart. “Go ahead, my friend, I’m all ears…let it out, I’m here for you,” he said softly.

McKinney took a moment to gather his thoughts. He knew Bobby could help as he always did.

“It didn’t say he had to die, Bobby. I misread it,” McKinney said with snot drooling from his nose as he cried. “My mind… I was in such a dark place when Joe killed himself… I don’t know if it was my mind misunderstanding or if it was trying to protect itself, like it needed to blame someone else other than Joe.

“When I got back home to the PD, it was haunting me. The note was weighing so heavy on my soul. I had to do it. I… I went to the locker room and opened up Joe’s locker. It was late, and no one else was there. It was like I was being called to it—to open it. I had not been in that locker since he died.”

“Breathe, take a breath, my friend,” Bobby said and handed him a bottle of water.

The room was silent as he talked.

McKinney turned the bottle up and stared out into the town that had almost died. “I opened the locker and there was the note, sitting on top of an old cigar box. Joe’s uniform was still hanging up, boots highly polished at the bottom, and his pictures still adorned the locker door.

“Then I started to remember. Until that moment, I couldn’t remember correctly what that note said. Then I saw it, lying on top of that cigar box on the shelf.”

The shop was silent.

A pen rolled from the corner desk and could be heard across the room, cutting the anticipation in the air as Bobby jumped when the phone rang. “Damn it,” he said, ignoring the phone. “What did the note say?”

“It didn’t say, ‘he has to die’. It said, ‘she had to die’. All of this time, I thought maybe Joe had killed someone, a retribution for his wife’s death, but that wasn’t it. I’d committed him to Harbor House partly because of that note, but he hadn’t hurt anyone other than himself, and mentally destroying the people who loved him.”

“He was referring to the blood sample and experimental trials to save his wife,” Bobby added.

“I believe so, and I think that was the last straw for him. If his wife would have never gotten sick, he would never have known how unique he was, how because of his unique DNA, he more than likely would outlive everyone he had ever known and loved.

“He watched his wife slowly die to a disease and it ate his soul. It killed him inside. His heart was broken, and he wanted to be with her so badly, so he ended it all. Thus ‘she had to die’ was a statement, a question, a call for help, and his goodbye.”

The shop fell silent. Even outside the town looked frozen with shock.

“I’m so sorry, my friend,” Bobby said. “Life isn’t fair and it’s damn brutal, but it’s what we do in the darkness of the hell life produces that defines us.”

A large black crow flew in front of the shop’s window as McKinney cried.

His heart was sad but was beginning to heal as he found the answers he so desperately needed. He had loved Joe more than anything and the weight of his death had been drowning him in guilt and regret.

“One last thing, Bobby,” McKinney said as he pulled out an aged white envelope. He handed it to his friend. “I looked in that cigar box, the note was lying on top of.” McKinney’s hand shook as he handed the letter to him.

‘For Susan,’ was written on the sealed envelope.

“Please,” McKinney said as he motioned him to open it.

“I can’t.”

“Please. Read it to me. It’s never been opened. Please,” McKinney asked.

Bobby knew his friend emotionally wouldn’t be able to read it. The words contained inside could either kill his friend or rebuild his shattered heart. So, he took the chance.

He slid his finger inside the flap of the envelope, ripping it open.

Two pages of lined paper lay inside. The paper was coarse in his hand as he unfolded it to the light of day. Bobby felt as if the world was watching.

Bobby’s eyes peered at the words, and he began, “Susan, my love, my life, my everything. I knew all of these to be facts, the moment I saw you.

“You simply looked at me in that restaurant and began to speak. I had no clue what you were saying, distracted by your beauty, which was blinding. It was so breathtaking; it could have made a crippled man walk.

“I drank you in and knew at that moment, you were the one. I’ll never forget that instant attraction we both felt. You didn’t have to tell me a word for I could see it in your eyes, in your spirit and in your soul. God had made me for you and you for me.

“I’ll never forget that glimmer in your eye. You had it to the very end.

“I was blessed and didn’t know it…not until you got sick.”

Bobby paused as the tears streaked down his face.

He put his hand on McKinney’s shoulder and squeezed as he continued.

“Moments before the first time you died, I didn’t want to go to work. I had a gut feeling something was wrong. I’ll always regret not listening to my instincts. You died and I wasn’t there. The doctors brought you back. My world was destroyed, put into a blender and turned on high.

“The doctor got you to breathe again, and then pulled me aside. ‘She’s alive,’ he said, and the weight of the world was lifted from my chest with those two words. I had heard mentions of meningitis, but that turned out to be false hope floating in the air—the pain was suffocating.

“Then the doctor coldly dropped all of that weight back on me with force as he said, ‘your wife has a brain tumor, but that’s not the bad news’.

“The bad news was the fatal blood disease.

“When the words fatal slipped from his lips, my life changed forever. I was no longer Joe Hodges. I was someone else, a man full of pain and rage. I wanted to take your place! I prayed to God to let me take your place! Mentally, I spiraled down into a black hole of dread and pain. I was lost.

“Then you woke up, and I was faced with explained to you that you were going to die. It wasn’t a matter of if, but of when you were going to die. Somehow, I convinced you to fight, and those were the hardest words I’ve ever spoken to another person.

“I would have slit my wrists if it would have cured you. But it wasn’t to be. Instead, I held you in my arms as you died, and, the Joe Hodges you had loved, died that day, too.

“I’ve tried to pick myself up. I’ve tried to push on and live, but it’s the DNA results that have turned out to be a curse from God. He gave me this uniqueness, where my body fights off every known illness and disease, where nothing gets me sick, and my body heals faster than anyone they’ve ever seen. That was when I realized, I had not only watched you die, but that I would watch everyone I’ve ever loved or ever will love die.

“After you died, mentally I knew I would see you again. And that gave me hope and something to look forward to in the future, walking hand and hand with you after death. Sometimes, hope was all I needed; but now I know unless I choose my own end, I’ll never see you again, not after learning about my unique DNA. I have no hope left, no will and only sorrow. So, as there is no hope left, I am the last one on earth with the power who can give myself any sliver of hope I so desperately need.

“I’ll see you real soon, my love!” Bobby finished, turning to McKinney.

McKinney’s face was pale yet flushed with pain.

Bobby walked in front of his friend, bending down where their eyes met.

“You realize that Joe didn’t just write that letter to his wife. It was also written to you. He wrote that letter to dissolve all of the pain his death caused you. It was written to save you. Joe loved you and, in the end, never blamed you.

“Sometimes, you just want to hold the hand of the one who means the most to you. That’s what life is all about.”

The End
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You can’t swim in acid.

Doctor John Varnum’s reign of terror is over, or is it? Handcuffed and bleeding, John Varnum needs to pay for his sins. While in custody, he leads an unnamed man to bodies while others search for the governor’s daughter, Julie.

The bodies are piling up. Yet, the discarded license of the governor’s daughter brings light to her absence. Where is she? What did he do with Julie? Time is running out as the governor abuses every ounce of his power to save her!

When the bones are collected, will John Varnum pay for his sins? Governor Wilson’s hand is on the switch. Will he allow the unsanctioned execution of the worst serial killer in history?

Tick tock, the clock will chime. Tick tock, does she have enough time?


ALSO BY OLIN LESTER


The Message
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From the author of The Missing comes an extraordinary novella of four twisted short stories connected to the fictional town of Mecklenburg.

Winford and his grandson's trout fishing lead to Hitler's Last Words. A Boston Marathon qualifier takes a jog in hell. An alcoholic's deep dive into depression ends with haunting implications.

An orphanage destroyed by fire during a massive winter storm in 1895 leads to a soul's crossing through time and space—possessing a boy nearly 100 years later. The boy then journeys through an apocalyptic town facing the "True Believers" as the cult is confident the Rapture has begun.

Hitler's Last Words, The Runner, The Drunk, and—title story—The Message, were specifically designed to rip apart your emotional heartstrings, leaning on regret, sorrow, fright, the supernatural, and the need for a second chance.

The Message will open a door into the author's dark, imaginative, mental rollercoaster, and keep you reading until the sun cracks the horizon.
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Available Now

It's what he does with your secret; that is the story!

Jeremy Gunn was a young child when he first used his gift. He touched his father's cheek as he peered into his casket and cried. That's when he saw it, his father's darkest secret.

Tormented, he seeks to act on the secrets of the dead. He rights the wrongs of people passed. To find the missing and to avenge the fallen.

Jeremy comes for you when you die, but that's not his gift. His gift is stealing your secret, the one you died with, the one you never told a soul.

But the daring story isn't about him taking your secret, not at all.

It's what he does with your secret; that is the epic story!
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Now that your mind is on fire, pick your jaw up off the floor, and grab an audiobook of the story. You indeed will be in for a treat as the master of narrations Scott MacDonald brings the characters to life.

Available on Amazon and Audible soon.
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