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Chapter One
 
1704, NORTHWEST TERRITORY, CANADA
THE sound of another exploding tree caused Nikolai Alexei to jump. He could hear the men behind him snickering, but he didn’t turn to address it. It wasn’t worth his time, and it was bad leadership to acknowledge pettiness. He grumbled under his breath and marched forward through the knee-deep snow.
Nikolai was used to the sounds of the winter. This land reminded him of home; of the countless kilometers of deep black forest, filled with the same types of animals he used to hunt, the same trees he used to climb, and the same bitter cold he used to long for. He remembered the smells, too – the ripe evergreen scent, the fresh blankets of snow thick enough to halt a horse, and the sheer emptiness of the air.
He knew the sounds as well. The frozen tree sap inside the trunks of the pines would expand, causing the bark and wood to explode. His father had explained it to him on a wolf-hunting trip when he was a boy, and he had often lain awake at night, counting the rippling explosions as they worked their way through the wooded area around their cabin. He knew more about the woods than any of the men he had brought with him, with the exception of maybe Lev.
Still, the laughter of the men frustrated him. It wasn’t a sign of insubordination as much as it was a sign of their laziness. For three months they’d made their trek over mountains and across valleys so high and so deep he’d thought they wouldn’t make it to the other side with their entire crew intact. They’d crossed tundras, plateaus, and wetlands, all without losing a man. Their hunting excursions were always successful, and most nights ended around a large bonfire with a deer roasting on a spit. Breakfast was hot soup, and they snacked on smoked meats throughout the day.
Nikolai had to admit that it was, so far, one of the more successful trips he’d been on, and he knew God was smiling on them in this new land. But he knew it made them weak; it made them soft. They had grown fat and sluggish, traveling fewer kilometers every day than the day before. Their energy and excitement were replaced by restlessness, and their stories and poems told around the fire had devolved into passionless songs.
Without turning around, he called back to the twenty-seven men behind him. “Where is the doctor?”
A short, thin man rushed to his side. Nikolai did not slow down. “What is our status, doctor?”
“We are well, commander. The men are full, and morale is high.”
“We move more slowly each day,” Nikolai said. “We have caught more game than we can eat, and we build fires larger than we can burn in one night. The men are fat, and they are growing complacent.”
“But they are happy, sir,” the doctor said.
“Happiness is as much a curse as a virtue,” Nikolai said, turning to the shorter man. “We will stop and make camp when we next find a clearing. The river is to the north, and we can fish there for as long as we like.”
Nikolai was a man of his word; a man of integrity. He had promised his superiors back in Russia a map of the deep terrain of North America, and he would deliver it. His expedition had grown mundane, and it was time to bring it back to life.
“Split the men into crews of two and three,” Nikolai said, “and I will send them out in the morning to chart the area. The comrades will find pleasure in a change of scenery, and I myself will enjoy an excursion of a more solitary fashion.”
“So you will wander alone through these parts?” The doctor asked.
Nikolai laughed. “I will take care to not lose myself in the fog, if that is what you are asking. Sometimes a man must wander, my friend,” he said. “But rest assured, we will gather together after three days.”
The doctor nodded and silently fell in line behind Nikolai. Nikolai was uncertain if this plan of his would do more good than endanger them all, but it was a risk he was willing to take. They had found nothing useful thus far; nothing the motherland would be inclined to return for. Cartography was their stated manifest, but he was under no false pretenses. By moving outward in smaller groups, the expedition could cover more territory and more ground than by moving in a single line.
So far, they had charted the great river to their north all the way from the sea, but they knew all rivers began somewhere. Whether it was a lake at the top of a mountain peak or from tributaries caused by glacial melt, he did not know.
And he didn’t care.
Nikolai Alexei was here for one reason, and one reason alone. His homeland sought riches, as did his men. All men sought more than what God had initially blessed them with. It was man’s duty to find what he was owed in this life, with all the more blessings to be bestowed upon him in the afterlife.
This new land was not known for its riches, as it had been settled merely years beforehand, but it was the great unknown that continued to attract new inhabitants, and it was this same force that attracted Nikolai to this opportunity.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
1704, NORTHWEST TERRITORY, CANADA
THE first star appeared in the heavens above him, and Nikolai turned to the line behind him. “Make camp,” he ordered his men. “There is a clearing to our left; we will stay there.”
Immediately, the men filed out from their positions in the line and began to extract poles and tarps from their packs. A few broke away to hunt, while others milled about and checked canteen levels.
They were slow, Nikolai noticed. After the last few days’ effort it did not surprise him, but it did not please him much either. It took over an hour to set up the ten tents and build a fire, but no more than ten minutes for the men to begin huddling around it.
Soon the sky darkened, and the moon arose above them, nearly full. Food was prepared, a roasted deer and herb soup, and the men began singing.
Nikolai had had enough. He broke away from the camp and lifted the moose skin parka hood up and over his head. The bitter cold bit into his flesh, and the gentle wind threatened to chill his core, but he didn’t notice. He made for a smaller clearing to the south that he had seen earlier, one with a rock outcropping against a higher mountain cliff. The river they were following had likely cut down into this valley they were currently in, and if he was lucky, it had left some interesting formations for him.
He reached the clearing and scared away a small mammal that disappeared into a hole in front of a tree. He stepped into the open grassy area and looked toward the outcropping. It appeared that the boulders were precariously situated around a hole near the ground, beckoning him closer. As he approached, he could see in the failing light that the rocks were, in fact, surrounding an opening to a small cave.
As a boy, nothing had excited him more than exploring unmarked caves and caverns. His father had joined him in a spelunking expedition once, and together they discovered an underground spring that provided water to the well near their cabin. 
He had no light with him, but he ducked inside anyway. Feeling around with his hands and arms, he felt the excitement within him growing.
Tomorrow, he would head here first thing, bringing a torch with him and a few extra men. It was a long shot, but this was the type of cave that would have made a perfect shelter for one of the native tribes that might call this place home. So far, they had not encountered any such people, but they had no way of knowing if indigenous tribes lived along these rivers or not.
A light appeared behind him, flickering and orange. He could almost feel the heat of the torch as it grew brighter.
“Nikolai?” A voice said, softly. “Is that you?”
It was the doctor’s voice, a little unsure.
“Yes, doctor,” Nikolai said. “Bring the light. I would like to have a look at this place.”
The doctor responded by stepping forward to Nikolai’s side, and he lifted the torch up in front of them.
Scrawled on the wall in front of them were dozens of paintings articulating dancing men and women around fires, hunting trips, and deaths.
So many deaths.
One particularly macabre painting showed a man and woman lying sideways next to one another, their arms crossed as a representation of death. Six children were drawn below them haphazardly, as if added at different times in the past.
Nikolai and the doctor gazed at the drawings for a minute, trying to decipher the storyline that had been presented to them. Sections of paintings had been scratched out and painted over, as if the original author had changed the story halfway through.
“What does it mean, sir?”
Nikolai didn’t respond. He took the torch from the other man’s hand and continued walking deeper into the cave. A few feet past this first wall, the ceiling expanded, and he rose to his full height. More paintings continued on the walls to his left and right, and arrows were drawn near the floor. Continuing on, the small cavern twisted to the left and ended in a rounded chamber.
He swung the torch around this room, at first looking for a continuation of the path he was on. Finding none, he moved the torch near the floor. Stacks of bones and skulls lay atop one another, of all shapes and sizes. Men, women, and children all lay together, separated into what he assumed must have been families.
In front of these he found baskets made from the sinewy skins of animals, with lids fashioned from skin and bones. The leatherwork was remarkable, and he reached down to grab one. He examined it closer, handing the light to the doctor. Stamped into the sides and top of the basket were designs and symbols that he couldn’t interpret. They swirled around the edges, leaving no section of leather untouched.
“Beautiful,” he whispered. He twisted the top of the basket, finding the lid secured tightly, either by design or from years of rest. He gave the lid a harder twist and felt a pop. 
The top of the basket came off, sending dust shooting through the air. He waved it away and dropped the lid to the ground.
He saw what was inside, and only then realized how heavy the basket was. He turned the basket upside down, emptying its contents onto the cave floor. Hundreds of silver coins sprinkled out, bouncing off the rock and rolling around.
“For the glory of...” The doctor said, his voice hoarse.
“I imagine this is the sort of thing we have come here for,” Nikolai said. He scooped up a handful of the silver coins and held them up to the light. “Do you recognize these?”
“No. I have never seen such a design.”
Upon the surface of each coin was a remarkably intricate design; either hand carved or stamped. It featured the bust of a native man, and Nikolai could even see the outline of a frown on his face. He was surrounded by what looked like fire, each wisp carefully measured and drawn.
He flipped it over in his hand. The back was a reflection of the front, with the same native man frowning up at them. The fire, however, was markedly absent from this side. In its place were swirls and lines, which looked to be framing the man in the center.
“Fire on one side, wind on the other,” Nikolai whispered. “A dichotomy. What could it represent?”
“What is in the other baskets?” the doctor asked. He reached for another, trying at first to lift it from the ground. The basket slid a few inches toward him but stayed on the floor. “I believe this one is considerably heavier, sir,” he said.
Nikolai reached down and twisted the lid free. He pushed the basket over with his right foot and watched as silver coins fell out. Reaching down, he could see that the same design as the other coins appeared on these as well.
 “Doctor,” he said, “return and wake the men. Bring them here, and bring the satchels as well. There are at least twenty of these baskets spread throughout this room, and if each contains even a portion of what is in these first two, it should be more than enough to justify a return home.”
Nikolai wasn’t greedy, but he felt the stirrings of excitement growing in his chest. He would share this treasure with his men without question, but he needed to be sure of what he had found. He moved to the back of the cavern, now standing directly in front of the pile of skeletons. Reaching down, he lifted the lid on one of the baskets that had been placed close to the back.
More dust spread outward from the freshly opened container, and he blinked and waved it away with his free hand. He moved the torch down closer to the top of the basket and peered inside.
It was empty.
He frowned, and reached for the basket nearest it. He lifted the lid on this one as well.
Empty, save for a few small tools.
He considered calling the doctor back, but stopped himself. Why would they bury them here, he wondered. Why would they place a nearly empty basket next to a tribute to their deceased loved ones?
 Had someone come before him? Someone who had found the baskets and emptied some of them? Again, it didn’t make sense. Anyone who had explored this came before them would certainly have emptied it of its treasures. They would not have left anything behind of value, and they wouldn’t have put the lids back on each basket.
But these two baskets were empty, right? He looked again, this time lifting one of the baskets to eye level and turning it. He could see the fine sinewy lines of the bottom, woven together and sewn shut. A few tools shifted at the bottom; what looked like a few small pipes, a bowl made of clay, and some other small sticks and rocks. 
He coughed and realized for the first time how thick the dust in the air had become. Waving his hands, he backed away from the burial site. He coughed again, and this time, felt his lungs strain with the effort.
He turned away from the room and walked back upward until the cave ceiling closed in on him. He stepped out of it and into the small clearing. Night had fallen completely, and millions of stars peered down on him. He fell to his knees, trying to catch his breath. He sucked in air, forcing his lungs back open again. He struggled forward, then rolled onto his back in the snow. Nikolai calmed his thinking and shut his eyes.
Breathe. He willed himself to breathe, in and out, until he felt the dust clearing from his system. His breaths became normal and controlled.
Just then, he heard the footsteps of his men running toward the clearing. He stood and brushed the snow from his back. He lifted his head and walked towards the edge of the woods. “Have you retrieved the satchels?”
“We have, sir. Where is the cave?” The voice was Lev’s, the huge bear of a man tumbling out of the woods first. His eyes were wide, and his breath was heavy, pouring out of his mouth and nose in great bursts. Nikolai enjoyed the man’s company, as Lev was the only one among them who was as dedicated a naturalist and as knowledgeable as he. He bore scars on his face and body from a lifetime serving his homeland as a soldier and a woodsman.
Nikolai pointed behind him, and Lev nodded. The group, fifteen men in all, trotted by Nikolai and entered the small cave. Soon, three of them emerged with their satchels heavy, filled with the burden of the jingling coins. The ordeal took only thirty minutes, and they joined Nikolai in the clearing when they were finished. Only four of the baskets had been empty, including the two Nikolai had found.
If the men were jovial before, they were near ecstatic now. They knew their leader was a fair and honest man, and they would each get a good portion of the discovery. The primary cartographer among them, Roruk, began scratching some notes into a small notebook he had produced from his pocket. He measured the edges of the clearing, counting each step as he went and drawing them into this book.
When he finished, he nodded to Nikolai, and they returned to the main camp.
“We leave tomorrow,” Nikolai said as the other men gathered around. “We have added too much weight to continue the expedition for now, and it will be a burden already with the water and food we must carry with us.”
Cheers erupted around the fire, and the men broke into song. Nikolai wondered how men could be so merry without the aid of spirits and drink, but he did not stifle the mood. 
He silently stepped away from the doctor and Lev and entered his tent. As the leader of this expedition, he shared it with no other man, and he enjoyed the privilege. He slipped off his parka and nestled onto his cot. 
The noise around the campfire grew, but Nikolai could hardly hear it. He felt as if his mind was on fire, as if his head was being held above a pot of boiling water. He began to sweat, and his hands and arms began to itch. He struggled to stifle the burning sensation, and he almost considered calling out for the doctor’s aid. Before he could, however, he drifted into a welcome and deep sleep.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three 

1704, NORTHWEST TERRITORY, CANADA
NIKOLAI awoke the next morning to an odd sound.
Silence.
Pure, pristine winter silence. He recognized it immediately, as it brought him back to his youth. He had not heard the sound since they had left Russia, as moving with a group of almost thirty men guaranteed that every moment would be filled with some sound or another. It was as if the heavy layer of white powder surrounding the camp had sucked from the air every last sound wave. They were in a noiseless vacuum. Most men resisted this kind of silence, for it was more intense than any other. Nikolai would normally have welcomed it with a sharp sniff and a deep, satisfying sigh, but this morning should not have been so quiet. 
He threw the blankets off and stood next to his cot. His head brushed the top pole of his tent as he walked forward and opened the flaps. The fire had long since diminished to cold ash, but wisps of charred dust rose through the gentle breeze, giving the appearance of smoke. The cluster of tents was situated in a circle around the fire, like spokes on a wagon wheel. His tent was the northernmost one, and separated from the others on each side by a few rows of trees. The tents were traditional, two vertical poles and a horizontal one resting atop them, with canvas stretched over it and staked into the ground at the corners. Each of the tents was immaculately placed, perfectly spaced, and set up to look exactly the same. His men were good men, Nikolai knew, and they cared deeply for these small details. He moved to his left, to the doctor’s tent.
“Doctor? Lev?” He called into the tent. He entered, finding the two men on each side of the tent still sleeping beneath mounds of blankets and furs. He kicked at the doctor’s cot with an unlaced boot and asked again.
Hearing nothing in return, Nikolai pulled the blankets from the man’s head. The outermost blanket, a thick woven fabric, caught on something, and he struggled to pull it down. After a more forceful tug, the blanket snapped back from the man’s head. Nikolai stumbled backward as he saw what lay in front of him. The flesh of the doctor’s face had been eaten away by a rash, red boils covering the surface of his skin. A portion of the skin on the poor man’s forehead had been stuck to the blanket, glued there by dried tissue and blood. The doctor’s eyes were open, but they were glazed over in death.
Nikolai instinctively lifted a hand to his mouth, struggling to hold back the vomit he felt rising in his throat. He pulled the blanket away completely, and found every inch of exposed skin on the doctor’s body covered in similar boils. He moved towards Lev’s cot and lifted his blanket as well.
More rash. More boils.
Lev had also passed sometime during the night. Both men lay peacefully in their blankets, looking upward at the ceiling of the tent with blank eyes. Nikolai moved away, closing the flap behind him. He looked down at his own hands and arms and noticed a rash had spread and thickened over most of his skin.
It was no longer itchy, but he felt the heat radiating from his skin on the places around his body that had been infected. Last night it was just his hands and arms, but now he felt it over his shoulders, neck, and upper back.
He checked two more tents, finding the same horrifying faces staring up at him in each one. All of his men — all twenty-seven of them — were dead.
He was the sole survivor in an expedition that was now thousands of miles away from home, in one of the remotest places known to man.
Another tree cracked in the distance, and he knew that winter was about to set in for good.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
PRESENT DAY, YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK
Harvey “Ben” Bennett watched the end of his rifle peek through the small space between the two bushes. He readjusted his left knee, moving a rock to the side of the bush he had crushed under his jeans. He held the rifle steady, using a stray branch as a platform. He watched the scene through the end of the scope. 
The grizzly was busy rummaging through the food from an overturned cooler in the clearing. The male, small for his age but no less dangerous, grunted in delight as he discovered bits of bacon and pancakes from that morning's breakfast. 
The campers had long since fled, calling the main park line and complaining of a nuisance bear in the area. They were worried the bear would enter their camp and scare their kids, or worse. 
Worried the bear would do what it was designed to do, Ben thought. 
These types of campers were the worst kind. They left a mess, complained constantly, and ruined the sanctity of the ecosystem they'd stumbled into. 
People treated camping like a luxury all-inclusive resort vacation. As if nature was designed specifically to please them. Ben hated them, almost as much as hated this part of his job. 
Nuisance animals, everything from raccoons to grizzlies, were a major turnoff for visitors and tourists, and therefore a problem. People had no idea how to handle animals looking for an easy meal and tended to freak out and assume they were under attack rather than calmly leave the scene and find a ranger. 
Ben slid a round into the chamber and took aim. He closed each eye in turn, checking the distance and trying to gauge where the bear would move next. His left eye provided him a view of the attached manometer as he peered through the scope, allowing him to adjust for pressure without losing sight of the target. The aluminum barrel and American Walnut stock felt warm in his hands; alive. It was a comfortable weapon, and Ben was satisfied with the department’s purchase of these relocation tools. 
He watched the bear’s thick neck muscles throb as he tore off a chunk of cardboard from the pile of smelly trash he'd found. 
That was the other thing Ben hated about these people. They had no intention of learning anything — how to cook, what to eat in the woods, how to find food — they just wanted the comforts of home in a temporary excursion from reality. 
The bear straightened its neck slightly, and Ben suddenly caught a glimpse of his left eye. 
The eye glistened with age, a sheen of gray sparkling in the corner. 
Mo.
Ben recognized the grizzly from the other times he’d encountered it down here. He had helped a few crews move him only months ago last summer, and again two years prior to that.
Ben sighed, and focused on the air leaving his lungs. He sucked in a quick, small breath, and held it in. He counted to five and pulled the trigger. 
The soft popping sound took him by surprise — it always did. The juxtaposition of the man-made machine he'd just fired was severely out of place in this pristine environment, and he was immediately remorseful. 
The bear bristled and sat straighter, its back still to Ben. He turned slowly, his head lolling around as the tranquilizer began to take effect. Mo wouldn’t charge him. The projectile dart alone wouldn’t have alarmed the bear any more than if a small branch had fallen on him, but Ben knew the two milligrams of Etorphine and acepromazine maleate compound the dart had just injected into the side of the bear would be more than enough to drop it. 
Ben waited, not wanting to alert the bear. Angering or exciting an animal just before they fell asleep would cause undue stress, and it may even put them in danger. After a few more seconds, the bear let out a low moan as it stood on its hind feet. It turned in a circle, unsteady on its feet, then fell back to the ground. The grizzly lay down on the damp leaves, and his head fell to the forest floor. 
Ben waited a full minute, then stepped out of his hiding spot. He pushed through the bushes, not bothering to spread the brambles apart before he walked forward. He crossed the clearing and stood next to the animal. 
"Sorry about that, Mo," he said softly. "Let's get you back up north again." He removed the small CO2 cartridge from under the barrel of the rifle and dropped it in his pocket. He crouched down and found the red feather-tipped dart protruding from the bear’s left flank. 
The dart was expensive and reusable, and the department prohibited rangers from leaving them in the parks, even if they were damaged or destroyed.
Ben unclipped the walkie-talkie from his belt and rotated the knob at the top. 
"This is Harvey Bennett," he said into the device. "I've got Mo dropped up here; requesting assistance to get him cleared." 
The radio crackled, then came to life.
"Affirmative, Bennett, thanks. We're sending out a crew — tag the location and stand by for location verification." 
Ben replaced the radio and removed his phone. He opened an app on the home screen and clicked around a few times, setting his current location into the device's memory, then turned on the GPS beacon. 
Within minutes, a crew of four men and two women arrived at the campsite and began strapping the grizzly onto a board.
The rangers would move Mo to another area of the park with less human traffic. He would eventually wander down again, drawn to the enticing opportunity ignorant campers left him. 
This was Mo's third repositioning, and Ben was worried it would be his last. 
Don't come back down here, Mo, Ben willed the sleeping giant. I won't be able to help you out again.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
THE CHEVY HICCUPED OVER AN invisible pothole in the road, and the aging suspension compensated with a clicking sound and a groan. Ben pulled the truck to the left, easing it back to the center of the small dirt road. He reached out instinctively and turned up the radio, the country song already blaring through the strained cabin speakers. 
“You really don’t like to talk, do you?” Ben’s passenger yelled. The young man sitting to Ben’s right glanced over at him. 
Ben kept his attention on the uneven road lying before them, not responding. Carlos Rivera turned back and looked out his side window. Over the past hour, Ben had hardly spoken, and what he had said was mainly instructive, telling Rivera to “call in to base” or “check Mo” in the truck bed. Rivera complied each time, but his offers to engage in conversation had been met with silence. 
They drove on for another fifteen minutes, moving slowly over bumps and holes in the road. Finally, Ben pulled off the road and began guiding the truck over a small plain toward the edge of the forest. Behind it, a small mountain lifted itself from the flat ground, shadowed by Antler Peak to the north. As they drove, Ben took in the surroundings — it was beautiful, pristine. He took a deep breath and turned the radio back down. 
“No, I don’t much care for talking,” he said. Rivera looked over and frowned as Ben continued. “I guess I always feel like I don’t know what to say. You’re a decent kid, Rivera. Thanks for helping out today.” 
Rivera nodded, surprised, as they pulled up to the thick tree line. The section of woods in front of them stretched around the base of the mountain, ending about halfway up and turning into a scraggly patch of saplings and bushes. Ben maneuvered the truck backwards into a gap between two trees and jumped out. He unhitched the tie-downs on the side of his truck and waited for Rivera to do the same on his side.
Ben moved to the rear of the truck and started to pull the tailgate down. 
“Did you feel that?” 
Ben looked up at his partner. Out of nowhere, a heavy bass note rocked the ground at their feet, and Ben felt a pressure of sound burst through his head. The deep sound grew to a deafening tremor, then quickly died, reverberating through the trees. 
“What the —” Rivera backed away from the truck, looking to the east and squinting through a strand of trees. His eyes grew wide. “Ben. Look.” 
Ben followed the younger man’s gaze and saw a smoking mass growing from the horizon upward. The cloud billowed outward, growing wide and lifting from the ground. 
Neither man spoke, but both stood silently staring at the mushroom cloud floating into the sky. Suddenly an earthquake tore through the trees, ripping roots and stumps from the ground and lifting the truck into the air. Ben’s body was thrown thirty feet head over heels, and the earthquake’s intensity grew. The ground seemed to be coming alive, and Ben felt his insides churning as the force of the impact, coupled with the earth’s vibrations, shook every muscle in his body. 
He forced himself to sit up, trying to get his bearings. The truck lay on its side close to where he’d parked it, but now a widening gap was opening in the earth directly in front of him. The line grew and inched forward, cracking the dry soil and rocks as it approached the vehicle. Ben stumbled backwards, trying to stand.
We have to get out of here.
He finally found his balance and turned to look at the crack that had opened in the earth. It was wide and deep, but no longer seemed to be growing. 
Ben waited for the massive wave to die down fully, then walked back toward the truck. The bear’s cage had toppled over the edge of the truck and now lay upside down nearby. He broke into a run and came up to the animal’s pen. 
Working frantically, he unlocked the padlock on the door and unlatched the two enclosures. He swung the door open and reached in. 
Just as he did, he ripped his arm back. 
Good way to lose a hand, he thought. He looked into the cage to find the grizzly unmoving, but breathing. The great beast was still unconscious. Satisfied, Ben backed away from the pen and turned to the upended truck and the large crack in the ground. 
Can I turn it over? he thought to himself. Maybe both of us...
Ben whipped around. Where is Rivera?
He spun in a full circle, at once looking for his fellow ranger and also taking in the devastation surrounding him. A mere thirty seconds, and the ground had lifted, been pushed together with cataclysmic force, and fallen back down again. Trees had fallen in front of one another, trunks battered and smashed in half. Boulders that had rested in place for a millennia now sat disturbed, some cracked and broken. 
“Ben! Help!” Ben heard Rivera’s voice from somewhere on the other side of the truck, and he ran toward it. Coming near the edge of the new crevasse, Ben could see that the earth actually sloped downward for about twenty feet before it dropped straight down into a fissure.
It was this fissure that Rivera was holding onto. Ben saw the man’s white-knuckled hands gripping a tree root that was jutting up and over the open space above the cliff, and as he stepped to the edge, he could see Rivera dangling below. 
“Give me a hand! I can’t hold on,” Rivera said. Ben dropped to his stomach and reached downward, grasping the other man’s left hand. He gritted his teeth, summoning all his strength, and began to pull. 
The edge of the fissure wasn’t solid rock, and as Ben pulled Rivera upward, the sides of the cliff eroded and fell away. Ben struggled with the angle for a half minute, then stopped. 
“Give me your other arm,” Ben shouted down to Rivera, “and try to hang on to this stump as I get you high enough over the edge.”
The young man’s eyes burned with a fear so intense Ben couldn’t look at them. He focused on the job, working to pull the man up and onto flat ground. Rivera’s arms began to shake, and Ben willed himself to pull harder, grasping at a strength he wasn’t sure was there.
Just then, an aftershock trembled through the woods. Ben lost his grip for a moment, but found that Rivera had indeed held onto the root. He reset his position on the ground, using his tall frame as leverage to pull up the other man. 
As he reached out to him once again, the tree root broke loose and snapped away from the dirt. Rivera looked up into Ben’s face as he realized in that instant what had happened. 
The tree root fell, and Rivera with it. Ben lunged downward, reacting to the freak accident, but it wasn’t enough. He missed Rivera’s collar by inches, and his hand slammed back into the wall of the cliff. 
Rivera fell out of sight within seconds, and Ben called down to him. There was no answer. He lay on the edge of the cleft, stunned, for a full minute before rising and walking back to the truck.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, CRACK?” 
Ben paused, then looked up from the couch. “Crack. Fissure. A hole in the earth.” 
“Carlos Rivera fell into a hole in the earth?” 
Ben nodded. The officer sighed, then turned to a partner. The second officer stepped forward, resuming the line of questioning. “And you said you two were moving — relocating — a ‘nuisance’ bear?”
Ben’s boss, George Randolph, jumped in from the opposite side of the room. “A nuisance bear is a bear that’s caused no harm or considerable damage and just needs to be relocated to a more remote area. Mo, the grizzly, has three strikes against him now, but we were trying to get him far enough away that he’ll stay put.” 
The officers wrote everything down, muttering amongst themselves. Ben sat motionless on the lounge couch, the only remotely comfortable place in the entire room. The lights above the gathered local officers, park rangers, and staff burned down on him like the sterile lighting in a hospital wing. Ben felt trapped, out of place, and anxious. 
All the staff on duty during the explosion had been summoned to this staff building to “debrief,” as the local police called it. A SWAT team was on its way, due to arrive any moment. Ben also saw a few men and women milling about whom he didn’t recognize, talking quietly to individual members of the Yellowstone team about the morning’s events. 
Government, he thought. One of the women walked toward him. Slim, fit, and wearing a tight suit that matched her demeanor, she seemed tightly wound and looked like the kind of person who took herself too seriously. 
When the woman didn’t deviate from her course, Ben almost groaned aloud.
The words left her mouth before she’d even stopped moving. “May I ask you a few questions?”
Ben didn’t respond. He glanced at her quickly, top to bottom, and aimed his eyes at the only window on this side of the building. 
“Mr. Bennett, correct? Harvey Bennett?” she asked. 
Again, he didn’t answer. 
“People usually call you Ben, though, right?”
He frowned. 
“Mr. Bennett, you’re a ranger here at Yellowstone? You’ve worked here for thirteen years, correct? First as an intern of sorts, then of course moving into your current role.” Ben knew she was no longer asking questions, but merely verifying the information some subordinate had given her. “You were nineteen, moved your life up here, and now live in a trailer just outside the park’s perimeter. May I ask what you were running away from?” 
Ben clenched his jaw and continued to stare out the window. 
“Later, then. What about Rivera? Mr. Carlos Rivera, twenty-three years old, from Albuquerque, New Mexico. How long had you worked with him?” The woman’s emphasis on the word “had” was not lost on Ben. 
“Are you going to ask any questions you don’t already know the answer to?” he shot back. 
The woman hesitated, then nodded once. “Fair enough. Mr. Bennett, can you talk about what you saw up there this morning? The explosion?” 
Ben thought for a moment. “Looked like a bomb. Mushroom cloud and everything.”
“Right. And what reaction did you and Mr. Rivera have when you noticed it?” 
“We didn’t have time to react to it — there was an earthquake, and then...” Ben didn’t finish the thought, but the woman in front of him didn’t push it. “Who are you?” he asked. 
“I’m with the Centers for Disease Control, BTR Division, local out of Billings, Montana.” 
Ben stood up from the couch. “Listen, uh, CDC… BTR… whatever, lady,” he said as he walked past her. “I’ve answered questions now for almost an hour. If you want more information, just read the reports.” He walked through the gathering of people, heading for the door. He pushed it open and stepped down onto the patio, not looking back. 
As he left the patio, he heard the outer screen door slam closed, then creak back open again. He sighed as footsteps quickly pounded over the patio and down the steps. Within seconds, the woman was next to him. He didn’t slow down. 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Bennett, I know you’ve had a rough morning, but —”
“A rough morning?” Ben stopped and wheeled around to face her. “A rough morning is what Rivera’s family is having. A rough morning is what the families of the — what, one hundred or so — people who were killed in that explosion are having. I’m just trying to have a morning, but it’s apparently not going to be possible.”
“I — I know, Mr. Bennett, I just —” 
“Stop calling me that.” 
“Okay, Ben, I just need to ask you some —” 
“Right, I get it. You and everyone else need to ask a bunch of questions, hoping that someone here knows something different than what you’ve already figured out. A bomb went off and a lot of people died. It caused an earthquake, opening a fissure in the ground that Rivera fell into. What else do you need from me?” 
The woman stopped, letting Ben gain distance from her, and spoke to the back of his head. “I just want to know exactly what happened.”
Ben sucked in a deep breath and turned to face her. “I tried to save him, okay? I had his arm, and he fell. What? You think I’m a suspect in a murder investigation or something?” 
She paused, then lowered her voice. “No, I don’t, Ben. But my boss isn’t the kind of man who will just let things be. He’s going to ask some questions — some very specific questions — and I need to be able to answer them to his satisfaction. I just want to get back to Montana, back home.” 
Ben kicked at a stone at his feet, then met the woman’s eyes again. “Where exactly is home?” 
“Outside Billings, small town called Lockwood.” 
He thought for a moment. “You do me a favor, uh —” 
“Julie. Juliette Richardson.” 
“Right. Can you do me a favor, Julie?” 
She waited. 
“Can you make sure I don’t have to talk to anyone else about this mess? I’ll tell you what I know; what happened, and that’s all I can do. But I don’t want to screw around with the other government types like you or anyone else. Fair?” 
She smiled. “I think I can work that out.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
THE CLUB CONNECTED WITH THE ball directly in the “sweet spot.” Josh Hohn watched it sail down the fairway, breaking left before landing and following the contour of the long par 5, as if the ball had been guided remotely. Josh smiled, knowing exactly what his boss, Francis Valère, would say. 
He heard the older man standing behind him mutter a French curse word under his breath. “Must be that nice piece you are using.” 
The TaylorMade SLDR driver was a gift from Valère, and the man tried as hard as possible to make Josh feel bad about it. 
“Well, you picked it, old man.” Josh turned and winked at him. 
Francis Valère grabbed a driver from his golf bag strapped to the back of their cart and marched up to the tee. Placing his ball carefully upon a bright pink tee, he took a few practice swings before launching the ball down the fairway. He watched it rise and get caught in a draft of wind that pushed it to the right. The ball landed close to a sand trap, bounced a few times, and came to a stop in the taller grass just before the tree line.
Josh laughed, and Valère turned to glare at him. Josh shrugged. “Should have bought one for yourself, I guess.” 
“Look who’s still trailing me by three,” the man said. Valère returned to the cart, put his club down into the bag, and slid into the driver’s seat. “Come on, that one’s going to be hard to find.” 
Josh was already sitting in the cart and checking his cell phone. “Woah, you’re not going to believe this,” he said. “Looks like a bomb went off at Yellowstone earlier. You’ve got to be kidding me...” 
He scrolled through an article on his smartphone, skimming the news article that he’d pulled from his feed reader. “Yeah, it seems like there was minimal damage, minimal casualties...” he paused. “Shit, I don’t mean to be morbid, but if you’re going to bomb a place, wouldn’t you choose one a little more, uh, populated?” 
Valère kept driving, keeping the cart on the path that stretched along the right side of Hole 13. “Wow, that’s unbelievable.” He finally slowed the golf cart to a halt and stepped out. “You want to help me find this thing?” 
Josh returned the phone to his pocket and exited the vehicle. “I can’t believe it either. What were they hoping to achieve?” 
“Terror, maybe. Making a point. Could be anything these days.” He poked around with his foot, trying to find where the white Nike ball had landed. The grass was perfectly trimmed, left a little long to differentiate it from the short-cropped blades nearby. “What do you think everyone else is working on?” 
Josh thought for a moment. “Who knows? Maybe they’re actually taking a vacation, like you ordered them to.” 
“Right! You know them as well as I do, Hohn — they are probably hard at work curing cancer or creating the next superfood.” He stressed the word “super” with his thick French accent. Josh knew he meant it as a joke, as they’d often made fun of America’s blind obsession with “super” fruits and vegetables. He loved creating hybrid plant fungi in their lab that included an extra dosage of a vitamin or two, then trying to get Valère to market it as the “next big thing.” It was a pretty nerdy game, but both men engaged in the pastime when they weren’t working on other projects. 
Josh knew his boss was talking about the two lab assistants who also worked for Frontier Pharmaceuticals Canada. Valère had founded Frontier Pharmaceuticals Canada only a few years ago with a massive personal investment and some venture funding from a couple of his friends. He’d hired Joshua Hohn as his right-hand man and partner, and Josh had, in turn, hired the two part-time university students to help with data and organization. Together, the two men had spent the last three years finalizing a very real “super” drug — an organic shell that could be placed around the cell walls of microscopic organisms that acted as a sort of flexible and semi-permeable “armor.” 
It was fascinating to Josh, to conceive of a lab-created chemical bonding molecule that actually fused to a cell’s outer wall and added an extra layer of protection. It would revolutionize the pharmaceutical world, and likely science in general. The world of nanotechnology was almost upon them, and Josh knew his career would be solidified if they were successful. 
And they had been. It happened last week, at the end of a long stretch of over twenty hours in “The Dungeon,” the nickname they had given their dark, cluttered workspace. Josh had called Valère frantically, almost tripping over his words as the test results poured in.
The nanocoating they’d applied had finally done what it was supposed to do — it stuck.
 “I don’t know, those two seem to be more interested in frat parties and coeds than doing actual science,” Josh said. “They’re probably in South Padre or Miami, drinking piña coladas and talking up some poor girl.” 
Valère finally found his ball near a tree stump that was lined up perfectly between himself and the hole. He cursed again, grabbing a pitching wedge from his bag. 
“Going up and over?” Josh asked, clearly surprised.
“I do not have it in me to waste three shots and let you catch up.” He took a few practice swings and set into his swing ritual. 
The shot was beautiful — a perfect arc that carried the ball cleanly over the stump and straight to the middle of the fairway, mere inches from Josh’s first shot. 
“Well, I’m glad I didn’t bet you that you couldn’t do it,” Josh said. 
“I am not a betting man,” Valère said. 
“No, you’re not, but you should be. With this product of yours, you could have been set.” 
Valère turned and looked at Josh. “Rest assured, my friend, my exposure in this company is over and above anything I would wager out here with you. And do not forget, you have quite a stake in this as well.” 
Josh nodded. He had signed on for a half-million-dollar salary, in Canadian dollars, and took an options contract as well. Further, he had a small percentage share in the company’s future profits. 
Basically, both men were about to be rich beyond their wildest dreams. 
“When I get back into the office next week, I have a call with our other two investors and patent lawyer, and from there I will make a decision about timing,” Valère said. 
“What do you need me to work on, then?” Josh asked. They’d arrived at the mid-point of the hole and walked to where their balls lay in the grass. “I’m guessing we’ll need to set up some meetings with the bigger representatives and start on the marketing?” 
“No, we will wait on the marketing side. First, I need to get the sample to the investors, and they will start production.” 
“Production of what?” Josh asked. 
“Do you remember the trip to the Northwest Territory that I took a year ago?” Valère asked.
Josh frowned, but nodded. It was an interesting and sudden change of subject.
“I visited the site of a native tribe of people who have long since perished. There, we also found the remains of a camp, and what we assumed was a Russian expedition.” 
“We? I thought you went alone?” 
“I met with my investors — as you know, we have been business partners for a long time.” 
“So this was a business trip?” Josh asked. He was growing more and more confused.
“Of sorts, yes. Anyway, we discovered the cause of death for these poor explorers. It was an ancient plant that releases a small amount of its natural defense mechanism into the surrounding air when disturbed. The powdered form of its dried remains, I believe, was used by this native tribe as some sort of hallucinogenic substance. However, after many years of settling, that same defense mechanism turned into a lethal substance.” 
“You’re talking about the sample you’ve got in the freezer, right? Those boxes that were shipped back with you?” 
Valère nodded. “We wished to also use this substance as a defense mechanism, just like the plant itself. However, I needed to strengthen it; to improve its potency —” 
“You created a virus?” 
“I discovered one, yes. In its natural state, it was barely enough to harm a small mammal, unless it is ingested in quantity. But with a few alterations and improvements —” 
“What are you talking about?” Josh was horrified. “That’s not a medical application, Francis —”
“It does not concern you what the application is,” Francis said. 
Josh stepped up to his ball and slammed his club down in a reckless swing. The ball flew off the ground, leaving a dirty streak of brown in the grass. He watched, his anger building, as the ball careened to the right and over the line of trees. Without turning back around, he began walking toward the trees to find it. 
How could he do this? he wondered. Josh had been working with Valère for over three years, and he thought he knew the man. They both had been interested in preserving life through their work and science. 
This sounded like the exact opposite. 
He crashed through the thick bushes that marked the end of the golf course and the beginning of undeveloped land, and kept walking toward a stand of pine trees he’d last seen his ball flying toward. As he neared the trees, he could hear the sound of running water. 
The trees stood like sentinels in front of a steep hill, standing guard over the cliff. The hill fell away at a steep angle down to a river, where he could see water tumbling over rocks and forming small rapids as it wound through the canyon. 
What he didn’t see, however, was his ball. 
“I believe it landed farther up,” his boss’s voice called out from behind him. Valère had driven their cart to the edge of the course and walked to Josh. 
“You can’t do this, Valère. You can’t sell us out like that. Who’s buying, anyway?” 
“It is not a matter of money —”
“Bullshit!” Josh yelled. “Of course it is! Why else would you have kept this from me?” 
“I told you, it is not something you should concern yourself with. This plan predates our arrangement, Josh.” 
Josh watched as his boss removed Josh’s driver from his bag. He inspected it, examining the lightweight graphite build. “We have been working for a lifetime on this, and it is not something I will abandon before I am finished.” 
Josh took a step backward toward the hill, a pained expression on his face. “You’re a terrorist. That’s all this is. You’re a smart, suicidal, ignorant terrorist.” 
“You have your names for what I do, and I have mine. I am working on something far bigger than anything you can imagine,” Valère said. “Something much more significant.” 
“You won’t get away with it,” Josh said. “You won’t be able to run from it when you’re done.” 
Josh’s eyes widened as he noticed Francis raising the golf club into the air. 
“I am not planning on running, Josh. I am here, and I will stay right here. And if I am removed, there will be another to take my place. And another.” 
Valère turned his head slightly sideways, examining his employee and business partner as if intrigued. “It is truly a shame, Joshua.” 
“What?”
Valère lashed out with the club and struck Josh in the head. There was a sickening smack, and Josh immediately fell to the ground. The pain was excruciating, but Josh’s brain felt like mush. He couldn’t think straight; he couldn’t speak. 
“It is a truly a shame to lose a mind such as yours, my friend. But you are wrong. I will get away with it. America is not united enough to save itself.”
He lifted the club again. Josh tried to close his eyes, to raise his arm, to do something — but couldn’t. 
He could only stare as his boss bought the driver down onto his head.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
BEN AND JULIE SAT TUCKED away in a back corner of the staff cafeteria that was connected to the main facilities building. He examined the peeling coat of paint on the cafeteria walls that had gone unnoticed for years. The faint smell of fryers and old food mixed with the subtle aroma of cleaning supplies. As unpleasant the overall feel of the place may have been for a newcomer, Ben felt oddly at ease in this room. He’d spent countless meals here, mostly listening to the conversations of his coworkers and supervisors as they engaged in workplace chatter.
It was the first time in perhaps ten years that he’d felt nostalgic.
Down the hall and around a corner was the same lounge area that Ben had found himself in an hour after the incident. While the majority of the police and SWAT team had gone back to their offices, a few government employees, park officials, and some stragglers were milling about the room, swapping stories. 
The news broke to the local and regional stations while Ben and Julie were outside, and the national media was no doubt on its way to pick up the fragments of what was known and embellish or make up the rest. 
Ben sipped a cup of black coffee, almost too hot to drink, as he waited for Julie to ask her next question. 
“Did you know Rivera well?” 
“Not really. If you haven’t guessed, I’m somewhat of an introvert, and I don’t make friends too quickly out here.” 
“Right. And this job of yours. You and Rivera were supposed to deliver a bear somewhere?” 
Ben smiled. “Well, relocate is the right word. A grizzly, actually. One we’ve run into before. Mo is his name.” 
“His name?” 
“Yeah, we give names to some of the frequent offenders. Mo’s got three strikes now, but we got him moved up there pretty far. Hopefully he was okay after the, uh, incident.” 
Julie scrawled some notes in a miniature notepad she’d taken from her back pocket. Ben sipped his coffee, waiting for her to finish. He listened to the gentle commotion emanating from the front lounge, bits of conversation floating in from rangers and park staff. 
“...Was probably nuclear, right?” 
“No way, too small — I mean, could have been a test or something gone wrong...” 
“...Government’s probably gonna try to cover this one up and sweep it under...” 
Julie looked up and caught Ben’s eye. “This wasn’t an accident, but it certainly wasn’t a government test or anything. They’re going to be all over this place within the hour. By tonight, Yellowstone will be crawling with FBI, CIA, DoD, every acronym you can think of.” 
Ben cringed. 
“By the way — you have any questions for me? I feel like I’ve been asking you everything all morning.” 
“You have, but that’s your job.” Ben smiled. “What’s BTR?”
“BTR is the Biological Threat Research wing of the CDC. Not exactly top-secret, but it’s a new program the CDC’s trying to get funding for. We’re keeping it quiet until we have some victories under our belt.” 
“Like trying to figure out who bombed Yellowstone Park?” 
She laughed. “Well, more like trying to analyze the long-term negative environmental effects of possible radiation in the fallout zone.” 
“Hmm, not exactly tabloid-worthy.” 
“No, it’s pretty unexciting stuff, and that’s why it’s just an idea at this point. But if I — we — can write up something the brass likes, they might just make it a formal department.” 
Ben nodded. “And your office is in Billings. Seems like a pretty small city for a CDC office.” 
“It is, and that was part of the attraction. It’s a skeleton crew right now, just me and my team. I run a group of five others, including two part-time assistants. Then there’s my boss —”
A loud shout came through the corridor from the other room, followed by a growing commotion and more voices. Ben and Julie both stood, walking toward the cafeteria door. 
“Get him inside, on that couch!” one voice shouted. 
“Who is it?” Ben heard. 
The voices grew hectic, then calmed a little as Ben heard the deep voice of his boss, George Randolph, deliver orders over the din. “Get him down and get some water. Pull his shirt off and let’s get a look at that rash.
“How much is covered? Hands, arms?” 
Ben heard someone confirm. 
“And his head — look at his neck!” 
Ben pushed on the swinging door to the hallway, but Julie grabbed his arm. “Wait. We don’t know what that is, but it’s not going to do anyone any good if we walk in there, and it’s contagious. They’ve got enough people in there anyway.” 
“But —” 
“Stop. Trust me. Let’s just get out of the park for tonight. Like I said, this whole place will be crawling with suits within a few hours, and we can use a little space. And —” 
She stopped when her cellphone started ringing. “Crap, this is my boss. Hang on.” Julie moved toward a cafeteria table but didn’t sit down. “Richardson,” she said as she brought the phone to her ear. 
After a minute, she banged her phone on the table. 
Ben stared at her. “A bit one-sided for that to have been an argument.” 
“Come on,” she said. She didn’t wait for Ben to follow as she slid out the cafeteria’s rear door, through the commercial kitchen. They exited the building and were met by a bright noon sun, covered by a thin layer of smoke and reddish dust from the morning’s blast.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
NORTHWEST TERRITORY, CANADA, ONE YEAR Ago
The rest of the afternoon faded quickly into evening, but thankfully, their excavation moved at a brisk pace as well. Before nightfall, the team of six — five students and the professor — had uncovered most of the Russian camp. 
It was arranged traditionally, in a semi-circle around a central opening, in which one student found the remnants of a campfire. Another student found a nearly-complete flap of canvas tent, with tie-downs and a large tent stake. Next to it, a small pouch containing five silver coins — a miraculous find. They shared the information about depth, soil density, and procedure as they went, and just as dusk approached, the team found three more tents, all collapsed onto themselves and preserved reasonably well beneath layers of the cold soil. 
Together they marked, documented, and mapped the entire area, eventually creating a computer model of the landscape and coordinates. 
But it wasn’t the tents, artifacts, or even the coins that caused the most commotion. 
Instead, it was what the team had found beneath the tents. 
As two students carefully removed the canvas from the ground under the watchful eye of Dr. Fischer, the ground beneath the tent, having been protected and thus undisturbed for three centuries, was visible. 
And on that ground, lying solemnly in a semi-preserved state, were the corpses of the Russian expedition. Some of the bodies had been preserved better than others, but it was clear from the clothing, cranial structures, and some of the additional artifacts and books found nearby, that it was the lost Russian expedition of the early 18th century. Dr. Fischer was ecstatic; this was a discovery that, to him, surpassed anything he’d ever done in his professional career. He would write a book — maybe a volume of books — about this expedition. What it was attempting to accomplish, where it had been, and what had led to their eventual demise. 
Of course, there were questions to answer before these secrets would reveal themselves. 
They had pieces of maps, journals, and scraps of clothing, but they could use a little more to piece things together. And now that Dr. Fischer had committed to exploring the nearby caves tomorrow, they had even less time to spend at this site. 
He moved to another rectangular opening in the earth; a new hole they’d dug to continue exploring beneath the earth’s surface. Another three tents were revealed, and another six skeletal bodies were uncovered. In one, a student had removed a carved bone smoking pipe and a small journal. The student gave the pipe directly to Gareth, who was hard at work logging the items into the computer database and mapping the precise location they were found. But the journal he handed to Dr. Fischer. 
“Thought this might be interesting to you,” the student said. 
Dr. Fischer donned a pair of fresh latex gloves and held the journal delicately between his two hands. He felt its leathery surface, noticing the fine craftsmanship and attention to detail. After so many years, it really was remarkable. 
Most remarkable, however, was the fact that some of the paper inside the journal was still intact. Dirty, smudged, and difficult to read, but intact nonetheless.
He held the journal open, barely enough to peer inside, as he did not want to damage the worn spine, but he moved the book around to let enough light in to see what was on the right-hand page. 
“Anyone read Russian?” he called. “This is too small to see.” 
“Losing your vision already, old man?” one of the students yelled. 
Dr. Fischer laughed. 
Gareth stood from behind the computer and stretched. “I got it,” he said. “I can use a break anyway. Anyone want to take over?” 
Another graduate student fell in behind the computer screen and continued to document the dig site. 
“You read Russian?” Dr. Fischer asked. 
“Yeah, it was an undergraduate minor. Something I was interested in.” 
“Why?”
“Girl. Hottie, too. Too bad she was into German.” 
Dr. Fischer shook his head and grinned. Whatever it took... he handed the small book to the student and waited. 
“Okay, yeah, I got this. Pretty good handwriting, actually. Let’s see... ‘One more eventless day. Full moon last night, and one of the men has caught a rabbit.’” Gareth looked up. “Pretty exciting stuff, Doc.” Some of the other students who had gathered around chuckled. 
“Keep reading,” Dr. Fischer said. 
“‘One other place in my life I have found solace such as this...’ Can’t read that word; I think it’s a town or something. ‘The wind whispers through our ranks; the snow crunches beneath our feet, and you would imagine it was the loudest noise in the forest.’ Let’s see if we can find anything interesting,” Gareth said. 
By now, the other four students were gathered around Gareth and Dr. Fischer, each leaning on a shovel or sitting on the ground. 
“Flip to the end,” Dr. Fischer said. 
Gareth nodded, turning pages in the small leather journal. “Here we go. Last entry: ‘The baskets were full of some sort of powder, along with the coins. It has consumed us all. I am to die here alone, with my words and my comrades, without so much as a hope to return to my homeland...’” Gareth’s voice trailed off just as the words of the journal entry had. His eyes were wide, a look of surprise on his face. “Woah. Pretty intense.” 
“Damn,” another student whispered. 
Dr. Fischer was replaying the words in his mind, trying to commit them to memory. They’d found baskets somewhere. Somewhere close to where they now stood. Whatever was in them, besides these coins, was deadly. He looked up sharply, finding a young woman’s face in the crowd. “Steph — did any of you find any of these baskets? Or more coins?” 
She shook her head. “No, we’ve been scouting the area around the dig site but haven’t found anything yet…” her voice shook.
“No, no, that’s fine,” Dr. Fischer said. “There’s nothing to worry about, then. The coins were out in the open, so they should be fine. But we need to change our plans a little. I’m not sure excavating any more of this area tomorrow is such a great idea.” 
The students nodded, solemn looks of grief on their faces. It was as if they suddenly understood the horrible massacre they were standing in. It wasn’t the peaceful, silent death of twenty-seven men and explorers they’d come across. It wasn’t a simple gravesite; one created when the group died of starvation, natural causes, or both. 
The men that lay beneath their canvas tents, caught in eternal sleep, weren’t men who’d given in to their fate. It was the site of men who had been taken by something sinister that had been hidden away for so long. 
It was the site of a massacre.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
“DAVID LIVINGSTON,” JULIE SAID TO Ben as they walked across the parking lot, “is pretty much exactly what you think of when you think ‘bureaucracy by the book.’ He’d rather fail doing it the right way than succeed by not following the rules.”
Julie turned left and started walking down a row of parked cars, Ben in tow. He could see only sedans and small station wagons and wondered which was Julie’s. 
“He’s not exactly the easiest person to work with, either,” she continued. “Actually, you don’t work with Livingston at all. You work for him. In his world, that means everyone’s working against him, and it’s up to him to right all our wrongs.” 
“Sounds like a stand up guy,” Ben said as they passed yet another Subaru Outback. “Which one’s yours?” 
Julie laughed, then clicked the button on her key fob. A beep sounded from down the row, and Ben stopped short. Ahead of them lay a monstrous Ford pickup. A lifted F-450, extended cab Lariat, from what he could see. It was dark gray and loomed over the minuscule cars around it. 
Julie threw him the keys. “You drive,” she said. She reached for the back door on the driver’s side and opened it, grabbing a laptop case and bag. “I’ve got some work to do. You, uh, think you can handle her?” 
Ben grinned as he opened the door to the driver’s seat and stepped in. He tried not to seem impressed. He turned on the engine and waited for Julie to enter on her side. Once seated, he threw the truck in reverse and backed out of the spot. 
“Anyway, Livingston’s making us do these reports.” She opened the laptop. “He’s got this idea that if we write everything down and email it to him, he’ll be able to ‘crack the case,’ or figure out whatever it is we’re supposed to figure out. It’s pretty annoying, to say the least.
“Then, just now, he called to tell me he wants an in-person report every forty-eight hours. Can you believe that? He said if we can’t make it face-to-face, we have to call in. I’m already up to here with processing, reports, and government forms, not to mention actually doing my job. And he thinks if I’m too busy to actually get to the office I have enough time to give him a play-by-play update over the phone?”
Ben listened as she vented, guiding the truck out of the parking lot and down the curved path leading from the staff facility. As he turned onto the main park road, he turned to Julie. “Where exactly are we going?” 
She looked back at him. “Oh, uh, I guess I should ask you first.” Ben waited. “You have plans? I could use your help back at the office.” 
Ben couldn’t hide his surprise. “The office? You mean, back in Billings? That’s, what, an hour and a half drive?” 
She shrugged. “Just over two, actually. I didn’t think you had anything going on, what with the park needing to be closed for a while. I’ve got more questions to ask you, but I can’t wait until after I get back — Livingston will want to know as soon as possible.” 
He was silent for a few minutes as they drove toward the park’s eastern boundary. “I need to swing by my place for a bit to pick up some clothes. And I don’t want to get involved, Julie. I’m serious — I’m here to help you out for a few days, tops. Just because I don’t have anything else going on doesn’t mean I want to play chauffeur for you forever.”
“I promise. Just to the office, and then I’ll buy you a plane ticket home — I can get my report prepared and sent on the way, and if anything comes up I can just ask.”
“Deal, but hold the plane ticket. I’ll rent a car.” 
Julie frowned, but didn’t question him. They drove on in silence for another twenty minutes, finally coming to a gas station on their left. “One other thing,” Ben said. Julie jumped, then looked over.
“What’s that?” 
“You get to pay for gas.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
DAVID LIVINGSTON SAT IN HIS executive leather office chair and cracked his knuckles — an old habit. He ran his hands through his thick, oiled black hair and shifted in his seat. His computer dinged once — the sound of an incoming email — but he ignored it. 
Clicking away from the news site, he read through the dossier on Juliette Alexandra Richardson, native of Montana. Other than a brief stint in California during and after college, she’d lived in Montana her entire life. He’d had the data center send a copy up to his office, where he scanned it and shredded the paper — a wasted tree and no doubt a waste of productive time. After five years at the CDC, he still had no idea why it was so difficult to just email everything through a secure connection. The data lead, Randall Brown, had tried explaining it to him several times, but it never took. 
He reached the end of the dossier, not finding anything unusual or out of place. He shouldn’t have been surprised — this was the third time he’d read it. It was similar to what his own looked like five years ago. Clean, simple, and without a black mark. 
He had reached this point in his career through determination, hard work, and then bad luck. At first, he’d applied to the CDC as an investigator, hoping to land a job that allowed him to travel, study, and research the kinds of terrifying things the rest of world paid them to keep hidden. He’d started out following a team of scientists and biologists into the Andes, but couldn’t get his name in the paper that was eventually written. After graduating and finishing his internship, he was passed over three times before landing a desk job at the Atlanta campus — CDC headquarters. He toiled there for four years, e-signing his boss’s expense reports and preparing meeting agendas.
Then his boss died. A man of sixty-one, a sudden heart attack left the department without a manager. Rather than replace him, Livingston found his and his coworkers’ jobs outsourced and the department all but shut down. Floating around, he landed a brief position as a “research specialist,” effectively a news and media junkie who speculated on which outbreaks and natural disasters would lead to the next Mad Cow Disease or Bird Flu. 
During his tenure, there were none.
Finally, his luck turned — or so he thought. What appeared to be an opportunity to lead a brand new, recently brainstormed section of the CDC became the mind-numbing middle management job in which he currently served. They’d been relegated to the backwaters of the CDC — southern Montana — and asked to “provide guidance on environmental and biological threats to the nation.” To Livingston, it was the worst place in the entire world.
In other words, he and his team were glorified storm chasers. 
Julie, on the other hand, had come through his doors as a young CDC employee three years ago, still wet behind the ears with the usual “change the world” mentality. He wouldn’t have picked her himself, but she had come highly recommended by people above his own pay grade. 
Plus, her looks certainly didn’t hurt her chances. 
Livingston pushed back from the desk and stood up, stretching his back and popping his neck. He pressed a button on the small intercom next to his computer and waited a moment.
“Please grab Stephens and tell him to come up here.” 
The intercom crackled and a woman’s voice responded. “Yes, Mr. Livingston.”
Livingston knew it was an act of arrogance, but he didn’t care. Their office space was so small that the only closed-door office rooms inside were his own and Julie Richardson’s, which was, of course, currently unoccupied. The administrative secretary, technically charged to serve the entire staff of seven, had been given the nameplate “Executive Administrator” by Livingston, in order to help specify to everyone in the room who exactly she — and everyone else — really worked for. 
A knock on Livingston’s door caused him to look up. He waited a few seconds, sat back down, then cleared his throat. “Come on in, Stephens.” 
Benjamin Stephens opened the door and appeared on the threshold. He looked annoyed, but entered anyway. “What can I do for you, Livingston?” 
Livingston bristled a bit — he wasn’t a fan of people calling him by just his last name — but he let it slide. “Thanks for coming so quickly.” 
“David, the secretary’s desk is literally right next to mine, not four feet from your door. If I didn’t hear you over her intercom, I would’ve still heard you asking for me through the door.” 
Livingston ignored the response and motioned for Stephens to sit. 
“I need you to do me a favor, Stephens,” he said. “Richardson’s out on assignment, and she was near Yellowstone Park.” He paused. “You’re aware of what happened at Yellowstone Park?”
Stephens nodded. 
“Good. Well, anyway, she’s out there traipsing around, trying to figure out how the regional environment will be affected by the radiation.”
“I thought she was trying to study some fishing traps and the impact they’re having on insects downriver?” 
“She is — or she was. This is a little side project she came up with when she heard about the explosion. You know how she can be.” 
Stephens nodded again. 
“I want you to check in with her, like normal. You’re her second-in-command on this team, and I need you to step up. She’s not the kind of person to get excited about reporting back to base, but I know you understand why we do that.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Good. Get in touch with her and stay in touch with her. Stick to the traditional channels — send everything through SecuNet. Clear?” 
Stephens hesitated. 
“What is it?” 
“Well, no, sir, I mean that’s great, but I don’t understand how that’s different than how I usually run things.” 
“It’s not, Stephens. I’m just reminding you, since your boss seems to think she can invent the rules. I don’t want you forgetting how we do things around here, okay? You get Julie on speed-dial, and you keep me updated on what she’s doing.” 
“Right.” 
“Randy from Data is ready to go, and he’ll get you set up on SecuNet if he already hasn’t. All phone calls, emails, hell — even telegraphs, I don’t care — go through Data.” 
Stephens stood as Livingston was finishing. “Got it, sir.” 
Livingston watched his employee carefully, trying to read the younger man’s expression. He knew that Stephens knew Randall Brown was on vacation, but he wanted to see how Stephens would react. 
It was one of many types of “power games” Livingston enjoyed to play with his underlings — watching them suffer as they tried to figure out how best to respond. 
In Stephens’ case, Livingston was usually disappointed: Stephens had a fantastic poker face. 
“Great.” Livingston looked back down at his computer and pretended to be checking email. He waited until Stephens left the office, then he stood and walked to a small cabinet on the wall at the back of the room. 
Opening the cabinet door, he pulled out a decanter and poured himself a Scotch. He’d made sure to specify in the employee manual that drinking was not allowed in the office, but he also believed that it was his executive right to be able to indulge in some of the finer things in life. He would have lit a cigar as well if it wouldn’t smoke them all out of the small space.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
THEY’D BEEN DRIVING FOR THE better part of three hours, and Julie was now fast asleep in the seat beside him. He glanced over at his passenger. 
Julie’s hair was tousled, now poking up from the back where her tight brown ponytail had come in contact with the seat’s headrest. Her blouse and slacks were wrinkled, as she’d kicked her right knee up and against the window, trying to curl up into a position that was more conducive to sleep. Her body was pressed into a much smaller space than Ben would’ve imagined, but it was evident from her bare feet and light snoring that she was comfortable enough to get some sleep. 
He shook his head and changed the radio dial to country music, turning it up enough to hear an old George Strait song pipe through the speakers. 
Apparently it was too much. Julie stirred, then wiped her mouth. She opened her eyes and blinked, then seemed to suffer a moment of surprise. “Oh, my God. I, uh, I guess I fell asleep.” She sat up straight, moving her leg back down and straightening her blouse, then reached up to her hair. “Oh, man, what a mess. I guess I was more tired than I thought. Sorry.” 
Ben smiled. “Don’t worry about it. You can probably use the rest. And besides,” he started, then stopped himself. 
“What?”
“Huh? Oh, nothing. Just, uh, don’t worry about it. Get some sleep.” 
“No, I think I’m good.” She noticed the music. “Country? Good choice for this road.”
Ben thought for a moment. “Hey, back at the staff building. That guy they brought in? What do you think it was?” 
Julie didn’t answer at first, collecting her thoughts. “I’ve been thinking about it too. I didn’t see it, obviously, but the way they described it — at least what I could hear — it sounded like a rash. Maybe viral.” 
“Viral? You don’t think it was just poison ivy or something?” 
“Are you kidding? The way they were talking about it? Those guys were mostly all park rangers, right? They would know what a simple poison ivy rash looked like. It was spreading, too. They said it was on his hands and arms, but then a few seconds later said they thought they saw it on his neck, too.” 
“Have you heard of anything like that?” Ben asked. 
“Well I guess — if it’s just a rash, it could be anything. Candidiasis, rheumatic fever, mononucleosis, even chickenpox.” 
“Chickenpox? Really?” Ben looked skeptical. 
“Sure — the varicella-roster virus. When you don’t get it as a child, it can be dangerous as an adult, especially if you’re immune-deficient. But without getting a look at it, it’s impossible to say. I’m sure there’s a medical team there now, taking a look. Or he’s been moved, depending on how critical it is.” 
Ben waited a moment before asking his next question. “But you don’t think it’s just anything, do you? You don’t think this is just some run-of-the-mill rash, right?”
Julie looked over at him and paused for a long moment. “No, I don’t. This is something else — something bigger. First the explosion, then this? And with how quickly it’s spreading?”
They drove on in silence for another fifteen minutes, both thinking about the day’s events. Close to one hundred people had died from the explosion, and countless others were now being evacuated from the park grounds. Ben thought of the morning he spent in the campsite, peering down the sights of his rifle. He thought of Mo the grizzly bear and of Carlos Rivera. Finally, he thought through everything that had happened at the staff facility, culminating in his leaving with Julie on a wild goose chase across the country.
Then he thought of something else.
“You think we can get a sample of it?” Ben asked. 
Julie frowned. “Of the rash, or whatever it is? Why?” 
“I might know someone who can help. I mean, I know you’ve probably got a whole lab up there and everything, but if this boss of yours gets involved…” 
“No, you’re right. Livingston’s only going to slow things down. I’ll need to send him something anyway, so I’ll see if I can get a sample from the park sent over, and I’ll send part of it to the lab and the rest to your contact, if you trust him.” 
“Her. And I do,” Ben said. “She’s not working under any sort of traditional structure, so it should be pretty quick. Maybe it’ll give you a head start.” 
“Of course. Who is this person?” she asked. 
“Like I said,” Ben responded, “just someone who might be able to help.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
THE COMPUTER IN FRONT OF her chirped, signaling a new email. Amid stacks of books, unfiled papers, and other detritus from weeks of research, the desktop computer was almost hidden from view. Dr. Diana Torres shuffled some of the papers around and found the computer mouse, shaking the screen awake from its screensaver, the never-ending flowing ribbons of color that had come preinstalled on the computer when she first started working here.
Dr. Torres’ job had only recently become official after months of contracting for the research firm. She enjoyed the work, mainly because she didn’t have to put up with any bureaucracy or any of the usual corporate nonsense that had driven her from her previous jobs. The research firm had been established over forty years ago and had constantly been in a stage of growth. Still, Dr. Torres had been a “key hire,” and was expected to take the firm to new levels in biological molecular research.
She navigated across the desktop and clicked on her email program — the only application that was constantly running on the machine. Never much of a computer person, Dr. Torres often called in her research assistant to finalize and prepare her reports electronically. He chided her for the irony of it — a woman whose career was spent creating computer models of molecules and microscopic organisms was afraid of computers. She never let it bother her; it was all in good fun. And regardless of her methods, unorthodox or not, the research firm knew she was one of the best in the business at what she did.
Dr. Torres double-clicked the email — no subject line — and began reading the body of the text. The email was short and to the point; just a request for help on a particular project. She brushed aside an old Wendy’s burger wrapper and a half-empty Diet Coke that was lying in front of her keyboard. She rolled her chair closer to the desk and clicked on the “reply” button. As her fingers hit the keys to type a standardized answer to the request, she caught a glimpse of the sender’s email address.
She blinked, doing a double-take, and read the email address again. She lifted her hands from the keyboard to think through her response. Dr. Torres reached over to the Diet Coke and brought it to her lips. She took a long, slow sip of the completely flat soda and read the email one more time.
> I need your help on this one. Sending sample soon. Came from Yellowstone explosion. Please rush, will call soon.
> Ben
Ben? she thought. She hadn’t heard from him in over ten years, but she knew he’d become a park ranger and had little to no access to the outside world most of the time. Still, she was stunned.
She removed her cell phone — a flip phone relic that she had used for years — from her pocket and began browsing through the contacts. Coming to his name, she hesitated over the dial button. She’d never actually used this number. She stared down at the phone for another few seconds and then slammed it shut.
Not now, she thought. Not yet.
Thoughts raced through her mind. Where was he? What was he doing? Why did he need her help, of all people?
She sat in the chair for another few minutes, silent and thinking. She didn’t move until her assistant came in.
“Dr. Torres?” The young man’s voice snapped her back to attention. She turned, trying to wipe the surprised expression from her eyes. She failed.
“Dr. Torres — are you okay?”
“I — I’m all right,” she said in return. “Just got another request. Something… I didn’t expect, but we’ll get going on it pretty soon.”
“Sounds good. I can prepare equipment and send word down to Vanessa that some samples will be arriving. Do you have a date?”
At first, Dr. Torres didn’t know how to respond. She stood up from her chair and walked toward the young man at the doorway. “Not sure, Charlie. Let’s get everything set up now just to be ready. It’s just going to be me and you on this one, understand?”
Charlie Furmann nodded without hesitation. The bulk of the company’s projects were government funded, but the employed scientists were free — encouraged, even — to pursue personal interests and research projects when time permitted. Some of these projects, Charlie knew, weren’t exactly public knowledge.
“I’ll get everything set up this afternoon. I’ll have Vanessa bring the package up personally when it arrives and leave it outside my office. The lab is open tomorrow night from about 8:30 until the next morning — shall I get it booked?”
“Yes, please. Thank you. I’m going to finish up in here and head home. Don’t worry about cleaning anything up; I’ll be back in bright and early.”
Charlie didn’t say anything else. He left the room, closing the door behind him. Dr. Torres turned back to her computer and sat down in the chair. The screensaver had already resumed, and she wiggled the mouse to wake it up.
She stared at the screen for another minute, reading the email over and over again.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
NORTHWEST TERRITORY, CANADA, ONE YEAR Ago
It’ll be any minute now, Gareth Winslow thought. He’d called in, just the way he’d been instructed, over three hours ago, just after he’d finished reading out loud the small journal they’d found. Dr. Fischer was ecstatic, mostly because their findings would verify and support his tenure. 
He couldn’t believe it himself, really. Some weird powdery substance that killed people? It was pretty exciting. But what was it? Gareth knew that was the ultimate question, but there was no way Dr. Fischer was letting any of them near the cave and the rest of the unopened baskets. It was way too risky, and besides, they didn’t have the equipment to start a field analysis of whatever might be inside. 
Still, Gareth knew everyone was curious. Beyond curious, actually. Dinner was campfire-cooked foil packets filled with vegetables, and the conversation surrounding the bonfire in the middle of camp related to two topics: What was the powdery substance made out of and who put it there?
Theories were that it was the dried remains of some mysterious plant that the native tribes in the area held as sacred, or at least viewed as medicinal. Either that or it was some extravagant conspiracy against the Russians from a Romanov-era traitor or enemy. Even Dr. Fischer, clearly playing along, threw in a far-fetched story of alien invaders using a cosmic element to start their takeover of the human race. 
Gareth listened intently, as curious as everyone else, but he didn’t contribute to the building exuberance of the conspiracy theorists. He wasn’t sure what was in the baskets, but he knew it didn’t matter. 
Only a matter of time, he told himself again. They should be here by now.

As if on cue, his ears picked up the faint beating of helicopter rotors. It was low pitched and vibrated gently, seeming to emanate from within his body rather than from a machine flying in from miles away. As it grew in volume, a few other students picked up on it. 
“Hey, shut up for a sec — you guys hear that?” one of the students asked. Everyone went silent, and only the crackling of the fire in front of them could be heard. 
Another few seconds passed, and another student heard the noise. “Is that a helicopter? Out here?” 
Dr. Fischer was frowning — he probably couldn’t hear it yet, Gareth thought — but he was focusing intensely on the surrounding forest. 
Suddenly, Dr. Fischer’s eyes opened wider and Gareth stood, acting out his role. “It definitely is. Weird; I wonder where they’re headed?” 
Gareth stood up from the rock he was using as a makeshift seat and excused himself from the group. He walked to one of the trucks in their three car caravan and opened the passenger-side door. He reached below the seat, squeezing his arm into the gap between the truck’s floor and the bottom of the chair, and felt around. 
He found his prize and slowly withdrew his hand. The dome lights in the truck illuminated the small device, and Gareth took a look at it. 
It was black and silver, plastic with some metal components. A small rubber antenna extended from one side of the rectangular box, directly above a tiny button. He pushed the button, held it, and waited for a faint LED light to flash red once. 
Done. It was amazing what technology could do. The tiny GPS tracking device was now activated, and the inbound helicopter would stop tracking the archeology team’s expected location within a grid of longitudinal coordinates and begin tracking their actual location. Their general coordinates had been posted on the university’s internal boards months ago, but even Dr. Fischer was unsure where exactly their hunt for the Russian team would take them. 
For that reason, the Company needed someone on the ground. 
Gareth Winslow was brought on the team to provide IT and administrative support — a part of archeology that hadn’t existed a few years prior, when much of the data collected was shipped off and documented elsewhere. Using his interest in archeology and his undergraduate degrees in Computer Science and Technology Systems, he had assisted in building a suite of software tools that were helpful to archeologists, geologists, and geographers. 
And since he was the one who had written the program, he was the perfect grad student to operate it. The recruitment interview with Dr. Fischer was short and sweet — they shook hands, Dr. Fischer asked if he was interested in helping out, and Gareth was in. 
It was only after they’d started planning the trip that Gareth was approached by the Company. A shady guy in a black suit showed up at his apartment one day, knocked on his door, and gave him a check. 
It was a larger paycheck than any Gareth had seen his name on before, and he hadn’t done anything to earn it. 
“There’s another one just like it after your trip,” the man said. 
“For what?” He knew that everyone had their price, but he wasn’t about to kill someone. 
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing illegal. The Company deals in information, and we’ve set up similar deals with plenty of other digs and research projects around the world.” 
“And what company is that?” Gareth asked. 
“I told you — the Company.” Gareth nodded once, still consumed by the amount of money on the check. He interpreted the answer to mean he wasn’t supposed to ask about it again.
“Okay, that’s fine. I can live with a mysterious benefactor. But why not just go to the university? Or the expedition lead, Dr. Fischer?” 
“We can’t have a legal battle if there’s anything of value found. You understand that. Plus, we need the expedition to run as smoothly as possible, without any hiccups along the way. Follow?” 
“I do. You don’t want anyone jealous that I’m making this kind of money on some low-profile dig.” 
The man nodded. “Good. You understand. As I said, the Company is prepared to write another check in this amount if you successfully report any findings during your excursion.” He made sure Gareth was looking at him as he finished. “You have a few days before you depart. I would suggest cashing the check so you know we’re not messing around, and then you’ll be given instructions.” 
Gareth’s hand had been shaking the entire conversation, but as the man finished speaking, he suddenly found a boost of confidence. “You got it. I’m in.” 
That was over a week ago, and Gareth was still riding the high of knowing what would be in his bank account one week from now. He thought through the list of instructions he’d been given after he cashed the check, to make sure he wouldn’t mess anything up. 
It was a short list: 
1. Participate in the expedition and do nothing to raise suspicion. 
2. If any profitable or seemingly conspicuous items are found, email details to the address below.
The rest of the letter was a simple liability waiver, “that by accepting and depositing the check the Company was hereby removed from any liability
yada yada…”
He’d sent the email after reading the journal for Dr. Fischer, using his laptop and satellite connection. Gareth mentioned briefly that they’d found “some sort of powdery substance that supposedly led to the demise of the entire Russian expedition…” and “we believe there to be more of the substance available in a nearby cave…” He sent it, and almost immediately there was a response. It was simple: 
“We are converging on your general location. As the included battery will not hold much power, use the device only when you believe we are close to help us find your exact position.” 
Wow, Gareth thought. These guys are on the ball.
Now, as the helicopter’s rotor wash grew, he knew they’d be on them in minutes. Do I need to do anything to prepare?
He placed the tracking device back under the seat of the truck and slammed the door. As he turned back to the campfire, he noticed the students and Dr. Fischer standing and looking around the sky, trying to figure out where the helicopter was coming from. 
“There it is!” the Korean guy yelled out. Gareth hadn’t bothered to learn any of their names — he knew they’d go home empty-handed, so there was no reason to become part of the team. 
They all looked to where he was pointing. Southwest, hanging low over the tree line. If it weren’t for the slowly receding hill they were on, they wouldn’t have been able to see the bird at all. 
Gareth examined the growing shape in the dusky sky. It looked dark, almost black, but that could be due to the lack of light at this time of day. It seemed to be sleek, too, not like the commercial helicopters he’d seen flying around cities. It was flatter, more military-looking. 
Stealthier.
The copter finally drew near. It slid gently over the trees, slowing to their location, and began to descend. Where the hell is it going to land? Gareth thought. He looked around at their small clearing. The trucks, tents, and campfire were spread out almost evenly over the area, and he couldn’t see where a helicopter that size would fit. 
But the pilot had a different impression of the clearing. Gareth watched as the pilot masterfully guided the machine to a spot less than twenty yards from the campfire and then straight down to the grassy platform. He watched the skids land gracefully on the blades of grass, finally coming to a rest without the slightest bump or hop. 
Before the copter had even hit the ground, though, three men jumped from its interior. Dressed in black and silver body armor and flight gear, they immediately began walking toward the group of students as the pilot finalized his landing. 
It was hard to hear over the rotor noise, but the first man yelled over it anyway. “Gareth Winslow!” he paused and looked at each student and the professor, waiting for a response. 
“R— right here,” Gareth yelled. 
The three men turned to him and met him halfway between the trucks and the campfire. 
“Gareth Winslow?” the man said again. Gareth nodded. “Good. Take me to the location of the discovery.” 
“What is this?” Dr. Fischer yelled. “What’s going on here?” 
“It does not concern you,” one of the men said. “Gareth, take us to the location.” 
Gareth snapped to attention, remembering his duty. “Right. Okay, come on. We’re about a quarter mile away, through these trees.” 
He led the way, the three men and the rest of the group following behind. As they neared the cave, one of the men held up a hand and grabbed Gareth’s shoulder. “Wait,” he said. 
Gareth watched him enter the small cave and return a minute later. He nodded to the two other men from the helicopter and began walking back toward them. He addressed the entire group of confused students and professor. “Who is leading this expedition?” 
Dr. Fischer raised a hand. “I am. And do you mind telling me what’s going on?” 
The man eyed Dr. Fischer. “I see. And you have an idea of what might be inside that cave?” 
“I — I guess. We found it earlier today, on accident. I believe whatever was in there killed the Russian expedition we came here to find.” 
“I understand that much, Dr. Fischer. But I’m asking if you have any idea what, exactly, killed them?” 
Dr. Fischer though a moment, then replied. “I have some ideas, but none that I’m entirely confident about just yet.”
“I see.” The man marched back through the group, the two other men following behind. He delivered orders without turning back. “Mark the location. Get me the coordinates saved and ready to go.” The two men nodded and peeled off from the group, heading back toward the cave.
Gareth was now at the back of the line, watching as the lead man entered the helicopter once again. He heard him address the professor from the inside of the vehicle. “Dr. Fischer, would you care to join us? I would like to discuss your knowledge and experience with the items found within the cave.” 
“I’m not sure I feel comfortable —” 
The man cut him off as he drew a pistol from a hip holster and pointed it directly into Dr. Fischer’s face. “Let me rephrase the question, professor, so that it doesn’t seem so… optional.” 
Dr. Fischer swallowed, then starting climbing into the helicopter. “What about the others? The students?” he asked. 
The two men reappeared, apparently having finished marking the coordinates, and jumped onto the helicopter. Gareth looked around at the frightened students, and a growing wave of nausea filled him. 
What have I done? he thought. The helicopter, filled with the pilot, the three men, and their professor, lifted a few feet off the ground. The students, wide-eyed and confused, began yelling. 
“You can’t do this!” 
One of the men appeared in the open door of the helicopter and made eye contact with Gareth, just as he lifted something off the floor. It swiveled, held by some support mechanism, and swung out and stopped just outside the helicopter.
Gareth felt his blood run cold. 
It was a gun. A huge gun. Gareth recognized the gigantic bullets, strapped together in a shiny gold chain of death. He took a staggering step back, trying to form words. We need to leave, he tried to say.
The words didn’t escape his mouth. Instead, he felt himself being lifted off the ground and thrown backwards, hard, just as he heard a new noise. It was a chug, chug, chug sort of sound, but fast. He saw the gun’s fiery tip burning as each round left the barrel and flew into one of the students. He wanted to close his eyes, but he didn’t need to. 
Everything went black.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
AS HE WALKED PAST THE newsstand just inside the door of the gas station, Ben noticed the tiny black and white television sitting on the shelf above it. It was programmed to a news channel, most likely only syndicated throughout the small region of southern Montana they were in. 
They’d stopped just past Red Lodge, on a stretch of highway that looked like it had been abandoned for a century. When they came to the service station, Julie had opted to stay in the truck while Ben ran in for some snacks and to go to the restroom. 
He turned up the television’s volume knob and watched the station’s reporter on location outside the Yellowstone gates. The information wasn’t anything new; Julie’s second-in-command and assistant had been keeping her in the loop, and she passed on relevant information to Ben as he drove. 
The explosion was, in fact, a bomb, based on air sample analysis done on site and in a radius around the park. It was a type of thermobaric bomb, combining heat and pressure into a 5-kiloton explosion. Initial estimates postulated that the Yellowstone detonation was contained mostly underground, due to the vast amount of crust that had turned up around the site, as well as the relatively mild explosion. But it wasn’t just the immediate effects of the bomb’s blast that had the CDC and this news station worried: the thin layer of crust beneath Yellowstone had been rattled, causing the cracks and earthquake-like effects Ben had experienced. 
Ben turned away from the television and placed a candy bar and a bag of chips on the counter. Julie had told him she didn’t want anything, but he’d grabbed the chips just in case. He paid and headed back to the truck. 
“Got you some chips,” he said through Julie’s open window. “Want to drive?”
“No,” she said. “I’m actually enjoying being a passenger.” She smiled. 
“You should be,” Ben said. “Getting all that work done, catching up on your reading…”
“Just get in. We need to get to my office before tonight. Did you hear anything from your boss, Randolph, yet?” she asked. 
“I got a text from him before I walked in the store. I’ll call him back now.” Ben swung into the lifted truck and started the engine. He slid his phone out of the cup holder in the center console and dialed the number for his headquarters at Yellowstone. 
The phone rang three times before Randolph picked up. The man sounded exhausted; breathing heavily, his voice raspy. “Ben — that you?” 
Ben acknowledged and asked if everything was okay. 
“No. No, it’s not, Ben. There’s — well, there’s been…” 
“Slow down, George, just tell me what happened.” 
“The disease. The thing that got Fuller. He’s — he’s dead.” 
Ben frowned, then whispered the news to Julie. Her eyes widened. 
“I’m sorry to hear that, boss,” Ben said. “He was a good man.” 
“That’s not it, Ben. Whatever got to him, it’s spreading.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean it’s spreading. Jumping, almost. We can’t figure it out. It’s fast. Much faster that we would have thought. Those of us who helped Fuller are covered in the rash, and our skin is starting to burn.” 
“Wait a minute, Randolph,” Ben said. “You mean you’re infected?” 
“Me, Matheson, Frank, Clemens, everyone who was in that room. We’ve got it, and we’re quarantined inside the main building. Matheson passed out not too long ago, but I don’t know if it was related to the rash at all.” 
Ben thought for a moment, then spoke. “Listen, Randolph, you’re going to be fine. You just —”
“Ben, listen. I didn’t call just to keep you in the loop. We’re in over our heads here. Two of my guys are already starting to hyperventilate, and there’s a doctor in here that’s checking everyone out. He pulled me aside an hour ago and told me it’s pretty grave. It’s some sort of viral infection, he thinks, and there’s nothing he can do for us without quarantine facilities and better supplies.
“I wanted to see how you were doing. I don’t know where you were when we brought Fuller in, but you might be safe from it. Did you get out of the park?” 
“We did.” 
“We?”
“I’m with Julie. Juliette Richardson, from the CDC.” 
“Oh.” Randolph paused, taking a deep, raspy breath. “Okay, good. Well, stay away from the park, Ben. I’m not sure what’s going to come of this, but if we can keep the contagion isolated long enough, we might be able to get a jump on it and figure out what it is before anyone else…” 
“Right. I’m headed to her office now. We’re outside of Red Lodge, Montana.” Ben stopped for a second, catching himself. “Randolph — George. I — I’m sorry…” 
“Stop. Don’t worry about it. Stay with that CDC gal and help her do what she can to stop it. Oh, and there’s one more thing.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Fuller — Burt was his name. Fuller was at the lake when that bomb went off. He said he was close enough to feel the heat, and the pressure blast knocked him on his ass. But he wasn’t hurt badly, and started walking back to his cabin when he felt the itching start.
“All I’m saying is, I don’t know about that bomb, but I think it might have, uh, dispersed something into the air.” 
“You mean the bomb released the virus?” 
“He was the closest person to the explosion that we’ve talked to, and he’s the first person who’s died from that virus thing that we know about. It could be coincidence, but it still doesn’t explain where the virus came from.” 
“Thanks, George,” Ben said. He considered apologizing again, but hesitated. What’s the point? he thought. They were already dead. He hoped they’d taken the time to call their families, wherever they may be. 
He hung up the phone and turned to Julie. 
“You might be out here to study that explosion, but I think this case of yours just got a lot more relevant to your line of work.” 
He hammered on the gas pedal and aimed the truck down the long highway. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
FRANCIS VALÈRE POKED AT THE food in front him. One of Quebec’s finest restaurants, and he couldn’t get himself to eat. 
Did killing Josh really have that much of an effect on him? 
Of course. It needed to be done. 
He wondered — again — if he needed to vomit. The nervousness had come immediately after his encounter on the golf course with his former employee. He forced his mind to push the thought away and looked down at the plate in front of him. 
Lobster, filet mignon, and the most decadent-looking chocolate mousse he’d ever seen stared back up at him. Not a bite had been taken from the dishes. He used his fork to poke around the plate, pushing the meat to one side. He used another utensil to pile the lobster on the steak, forming a wall. It was a castle; a sanctuary now. If only he was small enough to fit inside…
“Are you alright, Valère?”
The voice snapped Valère back to the real world. 
“Valère? Are you okay?” A second voice asked. 
He was fine, but he needed them to assume he was struggling with his earlier decision. He had to hide the… nervousness. The nervousness that had plagued him since he was young. 
Yes, I am okay, but I will play the role for as long as it is needed. 
He looked up at his dinner guests sitting across from him. Roland and Emilio. He’d called the meeting on his drive back from the private golf course, suggesting this location for its world-renowned American cuisine, and for its semi-private rooms. One of his partners, Emilio Vasquez, the man now sitting across the table from him on his right, had called ahead and reserved the banquet room. 
Even so, they’d chosen the table in the far back corner of the room. The waitress, a young blond woman in her thirties, had been instructed to enter the room only once every fifteen minutes. So far she’d performed well, never interrupting the men as they discussed the day’s events. 
The man to Valère’s left didn’t wait for him to respond. “Everything is taken care of?”
Valère nodded and finally spoke. “Oui, everything was accomplished. I do apologize, gentlemen, I seem to have lost my appetite.” 
Emilio smiled. “It is nothing, Francis. I remember the first time I, well, had to remove a component from a plan. It is never an easy task.” 
Valère nodded once, accepting his friend’s gesture. “Nevertheless, it is time to move to the next phase of our plan. We need to inform the media channels of our intention, and what is at stake.” 
The first man, Roland, swallowed loudly, trying to vie for their attention. While Valère hadn’t touched his meal, Roland was on his second plate of dessert. Rotund, with rosy-red cheeks and jowls that hung nearly to his chest, the man was loud, invasive, rude, and liked by his peers for one thing, and one thing alone: his money. 
They looked toward him. “We will wait.” 
Valère waited for him to explain. Never one to deny himself an opportunity to heighten the drama, Roland instead took a bite of a roll of bread that had somehow escaped earlier destruction. He chewed it no fewer than five times before speaking again. “We will wait to tell the media. We need to let the Yellowstone incident take center stage for a little longer. The news down there — hell, even here — is eating it up, and they’re not letting go of it soon.” His southern accent grew in strength, no doubt egged on by the three glasses of wine he’d already consumed, and he continued. “The more pressure that builds around this story in the States, the better off we’ll be.” 
“We’ll lose our opportunity,” Emilio said. Valère nodded. 
“No,” Roland continued, crumbs falling from the corners of his mouth. “We’ll benefit from this timeline. They have no idea what’s gone on there, and they won’t be able to get anything from the site without losing anyone they send in. We have the advantage of time, and we need to keep it.” 
Valère frowned. “That wasn’t the plan. Why are we waiting? And what are we to do in the meantime?” 
The fat man answered immediately, his mouth now full of vanilla pudding. “There are still loose ends to tie up. Something our contact at the CDC has informed me about. There’s a woman there, digging around. It’s nothing major, but she’s clever. More importantly, she’s persistent. We need to get a jump on it, and make sure she doesn’t talk.” 
The man to Valère’s right looked upset. “No, we can’t. It’s too risky. Besides, the body count is rising, and for what? And what about the coins? I have heard that the students and that professor uncovered some of them.” 
Valère pitched in. “The coins are beside the point, and there is nothing left of the group that found them. There is no way to tie them back to us. As for the body count, I understand your concern. Believe me, I do. But think of the end result: it is the same.” 
“Then why the needless deaths? Won’t there be enough of that?” 
“Yes, my friend,” Valère said. “But consider the alternative: we cannot let something leak before we’re ready. Remember the rules: we control the means, we control the end. Nothing less, nothing more.” 
Valère and Roland nodded in unison. Emilio shook his head. “I am with you, but I do not agree. We risk more by trying to ‘tie up’ these loose ends than we do in just letting them run their course. Can we not let this particular one go?” 
“No. It’s not a matter of ‘risk,’ it’s a matter of principle,” Roland said. “I won’t let anything like this slip. It’s not in my nature to let things get out of my control.” 
They all knew that to be true, but the other man was still persistent. “If something happens, and this leaks before we’re ready…” 
“Let’s vote on it.” Roland spoke louder, obviously trying to control the conversation. “That was the agreement, was it not?” 
“What is the proposition?” Valère asked. 
“We take necessary action to prevent any of these ‘externalities’ from becoming too knowledgeable. We postpone the media’s involvement for another day, and use that time to talk through our strategy once again. The extra time will help settle us, and it will help our contingency do what it can to snuff out these little discrepancies.” 
“So,” Valère said, “you suggest we use part of the allotment we’ve been given for containment and eradication?” 
Roland smiled. “I do. What good is a dragon, then, without its fire?” 
The two other men considered this. It would only take one more of them to agree with the man’s decision before this plan would be enacted. Valère looked at the two men, measuring the addendum to their plan against the alternatives. 
He pushed his steak around on the plate once more, toppling the castle and destroying his sanctuary. 
“I agree. This is the best option for us at this moment.” He looked up at Roland. “Alert your chosen men and deliver their objective.”
It had been exactly fifteen minutes, and the waitress entered. All three men put on their most unassuming smiles as she hovered over them, refilling their water glasses. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
THE TRUCK PULLED UP TO the opening of an alley, and Julie told Ben to take a left down the narrow road. Run-down apartments and worn out buildings towered over them on each side as the truck bumped over potholes and through puddles of brown liquid.
“Seems like a pretty fancy place you’ve got here,” Ben said.
The truck lurched over a deep pothole and bounced wildly as the suspension tried to compensate. Ben knew that any other vehicle would have suffered damage, but the massive lifted truck handled each bump and dip in stride. The alley curved to the left, and the truck and its two passengers found themselves facing a wide, squat warehouse. Made of metal siding and covered with a shallow steel roof, the warehouse fit in well with its dim surroundings. Ben slowed the vehicle and glided it toward the building, aiming for the small parking lot in front.
“No,” Julie said. “Go around back. Park on the street.” Ben didn’t argue as he pressed the gas pedal and the truck lurched forward. “Most people assume this place is abandoned,” Julie said. “We’re okay with that, so we like to park on the street across from the health center.”
They found a parallel parking spot on the street at the back of the warehouse, and Ben pulled the truck into the space smoothly.
“Wow,” Julie said. “It took me about three weeks to be able to do that.” Ben gave her an obnoxious smirk, opened the door, and stepped to the curb. He waited for Julie and followed her around the side of the warehouse and up a short flight of stairs. Her hand rose to find a keypad lock on the door, and Ben watched as she typed in four numbers.
1234. A small LED on the door blinked green, and the locking mechanism clicked.
“1234. Really?” Ben asked.
“Well, we’re not the CIA,” Julie said. 
“Let’s hope not.”
“Security let us create our own pass codes, and I can’t remember anything to save my life. I thought that would save time rather than calling in every morning for assisted entry.” She pushed the handle down, and the door slid open. Ben felt a wash of heat from the building’s interior fall over them as they stepped in. 
“Let me check in with Livingston first,” she said. “If you don’t mind waiting by the front door…”
“Not at all. Take your time,” Ben said. He waited for thirty seconds as Julie walked down a short hallway and to the left. When she reappeared and motioned him forward, he joined her at the end of the hallway.
“He must be out golfing,” Julie said. “Let’s see if Stephens is in. He’s my assistant, but we’ve got him working on another case right now. He’ll at least appreciate that I’m checking in.”
This time she headed to the right, and as Ben followed, he realized how small the office complex really was. The hallway intersected with another that ran perpendicular, but then opened into one large workspace. Half a dozen cubicles were sprawled in the middle, with two closed-door offices around the exterior. The florescent lighting was either on a dim setting or someone had forgotten to replace many of the bulbs.
Julie led him to one of the cubicles and stopped in front of a thin man with his back to them.
“Hey, stranger,” she said. The man turned in his chair and stood. “Hey, boss. Good to see you. How was the trip? Fishing traps and insects, if I recall correctly?”
“Something else came up, as I’m sure you’ve heard. This is Ben,” she said. “Ben, meet Benjamin Stephens.”
Stephens extended his hand. “Nice name. Good to meet you.”
“It’s actually Harvey Bennett, but I go by Ben.” Ben looked Stephens up and down. Tall, wiry, with black horn-rimmed glasses to match his disheveled hair, the kid looked as if he were only sixteen years old and on his way to a comic book convention. Reacting to Ben’s stare, Stephens brushed his hair with a hand, trying to get it to lay flat.
“Ah, well. My mistake. And what do you do, Mr. Bennett?”
Julie interjected. “He works at Yellowstone. That’s why we’re here — any news?”
“Not much,” Stephens said. “It’s all over the web now, though.” He stepped to the side, revealing a triple wide monitor setup full of open tabs and browser windows. Just about every one that Ben could see was filled with reports of the Yellowstone incident and explosion.
CNN, Fox news, Yahoo!, and the Wall Street Journal.
“I’ve been following it since it broke about four hours ago,” he said. “You guys okay?”
“We’re fine,” Julie said. “I — we could use some coffee. Where’s Livingston?”
Stephens walked over to the wall where an antique coffee pot sat empty. He placed a filter in it and added water as he spoke. “It’s Thursday,” he said, as if that explained everything. “He’s golfing. Listen, there’s more to it than just the Yellowstone incident.”
Julie frowned. “What you mean?”
“About an hour ago, a local news station way up in the northern part of Minnesota released a statement regarding some sort of debilitating virus that’s killed two people. Husband and wife, up near the border. He was out hunting apparently, according to some neighbors, and she was waiting for him at home. Next thing they know, when the neighbors went to check on them, they were both dead.”
Ben just stood silently by as Julie and Stephens spoke. “Why do you think it’s related?” she asked. “Could’ve just been some sort of seasonal fever, or even a cold.”
“The bodies were found with a deep red rash covering their skin, and boils and welts over most of their body as well. The man was out in the snow, facedown. His wife was on the bathroom floor.”
“That’s terrible,” Julie said. “It sounds like he was trying to combat the heat of the fever with snow.” She looked toward Ben.
“Sounds an awful lot like how they found one of my coworkers at the park,” Ben said. “Rashes, boils, and a heat fever.”
“He the one that died?”
Ben nodded. “He made his way back to a staff building all the way from near the explosion, probably about an hour walk. But he didn’t make it longer than two hours after direct exposure.”
Stephens nodded slowly, then met Ben’s eyes. “Sorry to hear that.”
“Nothing we can do about it now except figure out what the hell this thing is.” Ben said.
“Let’s do it,” Julie said. “Stephens, you know the drill. Anything you find goes through Randy’s system, even though he’s on vacation. Send me what you have curated and ready so far. Skip the duplicate content.”
News agencies and websites these days often “borrowed” content from one another and regurgitated it verbatim on their own platforms. The Associated Press had rules about not changing the nature of the content, but it was one thing to use a story and refer back to the original source and another thing entirely to rip it off completely and pass it as their own. As the world of online marketing changed and the amount of people browsing the web on computers and devices increased, so did advertising dollars. Almost all of these news websites participated in advertising in one way or another, competing for eyeballs and clicks instead of chasing leads and performing due diligence as journalists.
Among other things, Stephens’ job was to collect, collate, and curate these reports and blog posts into a streamlined, easy to read report. What used to be a standard research-based task of any job was now a full-time position in most organizations.
“Right,” he said. “I’ve already started compiling it, and I’ll send it through SecuNet later this afternoon. Listen — I’m new to this whole thing, Julie. Do you think this is going to get big?”
“Who can say?” Julie said. “I’m an optimist, but this one seems a little fishy to me. An explosion that was obviously man-made, followed by two instances of whatever this virus thing is at the same time? Seems like something is going on, and I’m going to figure out what is. Even if it’s not an outbreak, it very well could lead to one.”
Stephens’ young face looked down at the two of them, his eyes scrunched up almost as if he were in pain. For as tall as he was, Ben found it difficult to believe this man could ever seem condescending or intimidating.
“I’ve read about stuff like this, Julie. It could get pretty bad.”
“It’s going to be fine. We just need to find out the source and then stabilize the potent properties, then get it to the higher-ups for processing and propagation. Standard stuff, really. You know that.”
Ben got the impression, listening to the conversation, that Stephens was the type of person who was constantly paranoid. Julie seemed to be playing the role of concerned parent, trying to console the hyperactive imagination of her child.
“You’re right. Sorry. Figure out what this thing is, okay? I’ve always worried about something like this getting out of hand, especially today. This country isn’t united enough to save itself.” He paused a moment.
“Where are you two headed now?” The coffee machine behind him woke up and began gurgling hot water down through the filter. Almost immediately, the smell of coffee filled the office air. Ben suddenly felt more awake — he knew that even the smell of coffee was enough to cause alertness. He licked his lips, just now realizing that he had driven the bulk of the journey from Yellowstone.
“Back to my place first,” Julie said, “then we’ll find him a hotel,” gesturing toward Ben. “Livingston won’t cut his golf game short for anything short of a nuclear attack, but he’ll be expecting all of us to work an all-nighter tonight if this thing blows up.” She winced at her poor choice of words but continued. “Like I said, give me what you have whenever you can and keep it coming. As long as he’s got information coming in, he’ll stay quiet.”
Stephens nodded in approval and walked back to his desk. He sank down into his chair, slouching. “Sure would be easier around here if you ran this place,” he said almost under his breath.
“I would keep it down if I were you,” Julie said. “Knowing Livingston, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has this place bugged, as well as each of our houses.”
“Right. I’ve seen the budget for this operation — I think we’ll be okay.”
Julie turned and raised her eyebrows, silently asking Ben if there was more to cover. He shrugged. She walked toward the hallway again, and Ben followed closely behind.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
THE EVENING HAD TURNED INTO a bluish haze, thanks to a gentle showering of rain a few hours before and a near-full moon. Livingston clicked the key fob of his car and waited for the telltale beeping sound. 
The 2012 Mercedes-Benz SL65 AMG was his pride and joy. He’d taken out a second mortgage on his condominium to ride in this kind of style, and he hadn’t regretted a moment of it. As a government employee, he understood the irony and the juxtaposition of seeing a man of his status rolling around in a vehicle like this, but that was all the more reason to love it. 
He’d always been fond of money. His first word, in fact, was “money,” a story he loved sharing at parties and around the office. 
Livingston walked toward the squat warehouse building that served as his temporary office. He liked to think of it that way: temporary. Everything in this life was temporary, he knew, but especially dead-end jobs like this one. He’d get to ten years, cash in his tenure play, and move on to a middle management job in a huge corporate bank or investment firm. Companies like that were always looking for management who weren’t pushing for more and driving everyone around them to insanity. He’d fit in well at a company that needed an axe-man or a standard-issue pencil-pusher. 
He’d also fit in well at a place that enjoyed the same type of indulgences. 
Julie, Benjamin, Charles, his executive assistant Laura — these people didn’t understand him. He couldn’t care less if they did or not, but he at least expected more respect than he got. 
Wasn’t a $400,000 luxury car enough to make an impression? 
He entered his four-digit entry code into the keypad and opened the door. He sniffed — God, he hated this place. Walking toward the T-intersection in the hallway, he stopped to check his appearance in the long window of the lab room. 
Tall, dark, and slightly heavyset, he wasn’t a bad-looking man. Years of sedentary work had taken his college swagger and turned it into a waddling gait, but he still had a full head of brownish-blond hair and a proud jaw. He had been a hockey player in college, but he’d lost his youthful spryness long ago, as well as a few of his front teeth. 
He nodded to his reflection and continued down the hall, taking a left at the intersection and a right into his office. 
He dropped his briefcase on the chair next to the door and hung up his overcoat. After business hours or not, he hated being caught underdressed, so he usually wore his work suit around town and sometimes at home. Livingston poured himself a double shot of scotch and opened the miniature freezer to find a cube of ice. 
Perfect. Laura couldn’t even remember to do that. 
He slammed the door shut and sat down at his desk. Like his car, the desk was an indulgence even the United States government wouldn’t waste money on. He’d spent all $2,000 of his office decoration budget line item as well as another $1,500 to get this antique mahogany desk, complete with a hidden door beneath the top drawer. 
He opened the laptop in front of him and clicked around, finally finding the folder he was searching for. A password entry prompt opened, and he entered a string of characters. The folder opened, and Livingston browsed through the list of pictures, sipping on the warm scotch. 
Double-clicking on one particular image, Livingston sat up straight in his chair. It was a picture of Julie Richardson, smiling in a two-piece bathing suit at the local branch’s company picnic. She was holding a volleyball under one arm and talking to someone off-camera. 
He clicked on another. This time Julie was mid-serve, the volleyball inches above her right hand, and her body stretched out to its maximum length. 
Livingston didn’t know who had taken the pictures, but when Laura had given everyone in the office Dropbox access to them, he’d made sure to save them locally to his hard drive. 
Another picture opened — Julie and Benjamin Stephens sitting at a picnic table across from one another. Julie’s back was to the camera, and Livingston clicked the magnifying glass to zoom in slightly…
The phone rang. 
He blinked and sat back in the leather office chair. His daughter. It rang a second and third time, and finally waited for it to go to voicemail. He hadn’t talked to Rebecca in almost a year, and he knew he’d regret not answering it later.
The answering machine picked up. He groaned as the sound of his own voice interrupted his thoughts. “This is the voicemail box of David Livingston, Director…”
At the beep, his daughter’s voice punched through the low-quality phone speaker and into his office. “Daddy? Hey, it’s me… Just wanted to say hi. I figured you’d be working late again, but I wasn’t sure.” The voice paused for a moment. “Listen, call me back sometime. It’s been awhile.” 
Another pause, then the sound of a phone hanging up. Livingston swirled a sip of scotch in his mouth and stared at the conference phone on his desk. He swirled again, swallowed, then took another deep sip. 
He pressed his eyes together tightly, holding them for a moment as the burn of the low-quality scotch ran down his esophagus. “I miss you too, honey,” he said to no one. “I do miss you. It’s been nine years since we were all together, and I miss you both.” 
“But she left us, remember?” He took another drink. “She walked out. After she slept with that rat-bastard from the softball team…” 
He looked around, suddenly aware that he was the only one around. 
He sniffed, trying to shake off the feeling of delirium caused by the whiskey. Get it together, Livingston. You’re better than this. Livingston slammed the rest of the whiskey and set the glass on the far corner of his desk.
He needed a way to keep tabs on Julie without raising a flag in the data center. He thought for a moment, then sat back up and clicked away from the picture. 
The image of Julie at the park bench disappeared, replaced by a browser window. It displayed the SecuNet homepage, an intranet server with a user interface for the company’s secure communications and file storage. 
He almost laughed out loud. Though SecuNet was secure enough for the CDC’s standards, he knew all too well how unsecure Internet Explorer was. It had been thoroughly proven unsafe by just about every web development and tech blog on the net, but it was the mandatory browser installed on any government computer.
The page had a few options available, and he clicked on one toward the bottom in the first column. The site redirected him to a secure page, and he typed his username and password in the respective boxes and was soon faced with a new dialog box: 
“Email Redirect: Choose Orginator” 
Being considered “executive” at a government organization did have its perks, even if it didn’t pay well enough. Livingston entered Julie’s email address, then added a second Originator email address entry for Benjamin Stephens. In the “Enter Forwarding Address” box, he entered his own email account and pressed “submit.”
The dialog box disappeared, and Livingston closed the browser window. The redirect would be “silent,” meaning it would run invisibly in the background — neither of his employees would know they were being tracked via email — and it would be relatively untraceable. Only a seasoned IT veteran specifically looking for the redirect would be able to find it. 
He stood, refilled his scotch, and sat back down at the computer. He smiled at the computer screen and once again opened the folder containing the pictures from the company picnic. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
DR. DIANA TORRES LOOKED THROUGH the compound microscope once more. Whatever it was, she hadn’t seen it before. The structure was different than a normal virus. First, the integumentary system that protected the rest of the microscopic body from external elements and diseases was studded with odd bumps and scrapes, as if the virus itself was infected with something. Secondly, while she recognized the lipid and protein structures that made up the bulk of the body, she couldn’t quite place their configuration.
Finally, the entire inner cavity of each individual viral body was made up of the traditional nucleocapsid and capsomeres, but also other bodies she didn’t recognize that seemed to be crammed in as well. While the overall structure was standard for a type of herpesvirus, it didn’t fit any of the eight strains modern science was aware of.
She took another measurement and checked her notes.
“Varicella Zoster strain; assumption smaller form. Standard nucleocapsid and lipid envelopes; odd protein buildup differs from traditional strains.”
“Most spherical virions 80 to 90 nm in diameter; largest observed 93 nm, smallest observed 73 nm.”
The results were accurate; her measurements weren’t off. Her assistant, Charlie Furmann, had reserved the lab space at 8:30 that evening and she’d been inside until now. She checked her watch.
7:30 PM.
The act of checking her watch suddenly triggered her body to announce it was exhausted, and she yawned and stretched her arms. Standing, she shut the light from the microscope on the long lab table in order to prevent any unwanted reactions in the sample. She slipped on her lab coat — essentially her entry key to the myriad of rooms, labs, and closets spread around the building.
It would also get her into the cafeteria on the main level; her current destination. The nature of the work done at the research facility, as well as the personality types of those doing it, meant that the facility had 24/7 cafeteria access. The scientists and research assistants that populated these offices weren’t governed by traditional nine-to-five jobs, nor did they care for culturally accepted norms about when to sleep and when to work.
At any given point during the day, not just during posted breakfast, lunch, and dinner times, the cafeteria could be either completely empty or filled with talkative scientists discussing their latest research.
Dr. Torres stepped off the elevator on the main level. The halls were dimly lit with security lights, but the open doors of the cafeteria were filled with light that spilled into the corridor, beckoning. Another involuntary response in her brain was triggered by the light and the smell of food, and suddenly she felt pangs of hunger run up and down her insides.
Surprised to see that there was no one inside the cafeteria, she walked to an open-faced refrigerator unit and pulled out a small plastic bin of hummus and crackers and a 20-ounce bottle of Pepsi. She carried the Pepsi and hummus to a small point-of-sale system and cash register near the door and tapped her identification card on the credit card terminal. After the terminal beeped, she clipped the badge back to her lab coat pocket and walked back into the hallway. Just then, she felt her cell phone buzz in the pocket of her jeans. She shuffled the Pepsi around and reached in for her phone. It was a text from Charlie.
“Where are you? Wanted to check in with this model.”
She frowned, wondering why he had taken the time to send her a text message when he could have just waited for her to return. Stopping in the hallway, she sent a quick reply.
“Went to cafeteria. On my way back. What’s up?”
She didn’t wait for a response; instead, she stepped into the elevator and pressed the number for her floor. The elevator deposited her onto her floor, and she walked into the lab. She found Charlie, his back to her, hunched over the microscope.
“Hey, Charlie. What’s going on?” 
Charlie jumped, then turned. “What is this, Dr. Torres? Is this the same sample that was sent over from earlier?”
“Yes…” Dr. Torres replied.
“Did they say what it was?”
“What do you mean? They sent over a standard laboratory-required specimen size for examination and classification. If they knew what it was already, they wouldn’t have sent it.”
Charlie frowned, then nodded. “I know, I guess I’m just confused…”
“What? What is it?”
“Well, I don’t understand why you would have mounted both samples at once.”
Now it was Dr. Torres’ turn to be confused. “Both? What do you mean?”
Charlie plugged in the external monitor display to the microscope’s output line, projecting the image seen by the microscope onto a 40-inch HDTV hanging on the wall behind them. “Look,” he said, as he used a wireless computer mouse to draw a circle around one of the spherical objects on the screen. “This is your virus, right? The ‘Varicella Zoster’ strain, or whatever?”
She nodded. 
“Well, when you continue to zoom in, you’ll see the standard components — nucleocapsid, lipids, different protein amalgamations, etcetera.” 
Dr. Torres nodded again, trying to hurry him along. 
“But then if you keep increasing the magnification…” he paused to reset the microscope’s magnification wheels, “you’ll notice that the interior structure of the virion is completely crammed with foreign bodies.” 
“Foreign? How can they be? They’re part of the virus.” 
“Right — but that doesn’t mean they always were. The virus certainly doesn’t look like it wants them in there, does it? They’re all bulging at the seams, thanks to these spirillum pushing everything around.” 
Dr. Torres looked up sharply. “Spirillum? What are you talking about?” 
He zoomed in even more. As the microscopic components of the viral organism came into focus, she saw the unmistakable spiraling of one of the common bacterial shapes. The twisted object grew as Charlie pushed the microscope to its limits; the screen suddenly appearing grainy and slightly out of focus.
“Oh, my God,” she whispered. 
“You didn’t see this before?” Charlie asked. 
She shook her head. 
“So, then, I’m guessing there weren’t two different samples?” 
Both scientists were speechless as they stared at the TV monitor. The fuzzy black and white image was unmistakable.
“No. No, Charlie. There weren’t,” she said. “We’re looking at some sort of herpesvirus that contains a living, breathing, bacterial infection.”
“That’s impossible,” Charlie said. “There’s no way for the virions to provide livable conditions for the bacteria.”
“I know,” Dr. Torres said. “But we’re dealing with something completely different here; something outside the realm of what either of us has studied before.” As she spoke and stared at the screen in front of her, Dr. Torres grew more and more confident that what she was looking at was, in fact, what she said it was.
Impossible or not, what they were looking at was a living bacteria fully functioning inside a virus.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
SIX MONTHS AGO
DR. MALCOLM Fischer gasped. Sucking in a huge breath of air, he tried to swallow. It was painful; somehow, something wasn’t right. He tried to look down, but had a hard time moving his head. 
Weird.
He tried moving his hands instead. Nothing. 
His fingers, maybe? 
Nope. 
Malcolm felt glued down, lying on his back. At least it was comfortable. 
What do I have control over, then? he wondered. 
He opened his eyes, blinking once, twice. He moved his eyeballs around; at least he could see. 
He tried to make sense of his surroundings. Bright lights, fluorescent. The kind used in offices and commercial buildings. Whitish walls, some sort of sterile color. 
That was it. 
Okay, what does that mean? Malcolm tried to move his body. Anything. Nothing would give. It was as if he was —
Am I paralyzed?
He considered it a moment. He didn’t remember taking a fall, or any type of accident. Actually, now that he thought harder, he couldn’t remember of anything. There was…
A helicopter. 
Oh, God. 
The memory roared back into Malcolm’s mind in a flash. The students…
He remembered being forced into the chopper at gunpoint, being pushed down into a seat and strapped in, then the gentle upward motion of the pilot’s expert takeoff. They ascended only a few feet off the ground. 
The gun. 
The horrid sound of hundreds of miniature explosions rocking the gunman back and forth on the side-mounted machine gun. 
The one he’d fired into the students. His students. 
A seizure of pain overtook him, but he couldn’t tell if it was merely psychological. He closed his eyes again, breathing. Still, his hands and legs and arms, everything, was frozen in place. 
Where am I? 
Just then, he heard a beeping sound. It had grown louder — or had he just now noticed it? 
He pushed his eyelids apart and tried to look for the source of the sound. As his eyes opened, the beeping grew more intense; quicker. 
He heard footsteps. Running.
“…Patient experiencing some sort of shock. Possible reaction…” 
Voices drifted in and out. They were in the room. 
Who were ‘they?’
Malcolm was growing agitated. He wanted answers, and he wanted to be able to move.
“He’s awake!” 
More footsteps. 
Now he could hear multiple people — three? — moving around his bed. 
I’m in a hospital. It must be. I’m paralyzed. 
“He’s no longer comatose?” one voice asked. 
“No, he’s got his eyes open.” 
The voices were hurried; frantic. 
“Okay, let’s get some acetaminophen into him; he’s probably going to be a little rough around the edges.” 
“Got it. We’re keeping him up?” 
“No, no. That’s just to hold him over until he goes under again. It shouldn’t be long.” 
Malcolm heard a popping sound, followed by the smell of something bitter. Some sort of chemical. A bag of liquid was suddenly passed directly over his face. He saw a strange assortment of letters and numbers, then a few letters that his brain computed as words. 
Global. D-something Global. 
“Ok, right. DG headquarters is going to be here tomorrow morning, and we need to get him back down.” Another pop, followed by a sloshing sound, reached Malcolm’s ears. 
He tried to speak, but he wasn’t sure he had control of his vocal cords. It didn’t matter, anyway, as he realized he couldn’t even open his mouth. 
A small hand pulled his chin down, forcing his mouth open, and he felt — sort of — a pill being inserted into it. 
“It won’t matter — I’ve already reported that we’ve achieved success.” 
“Yes, I know, I read the report,” the first voice — a man’s — said. “Still, they won’t want to see him awake. They’ll need him under for the final round of testing, so there’s no reason to let him become too aware.” 
Malcolm tried to piece things together. He was paralyzed. Waking from a coma, anyway. 
“How’d he wake up?” the second voice asked. It was a woman, probably the one who’d forced his mouth open. 
“It’s a standard reaction to the chemical; almost like developing an immunity. Most subjects awaken after four to six months. He made it to five and a half.” 
“Can we up the dosage?” 
“No, a higher dosage will likely kill him. Keep the mg count steady; just track it closer. Any increase in heart rate or changes in sleep cycles, have someone come in and check it out.” 
“Got it.” 
Malcolm heard them finish up, then leave the room. He was left to his own thoughts and the slow, methodical beeping noise. 
He suddenly felt the pricking of thousands of nerve endings flaring up in his neck and head, as if needles just below the surface of his skin were trying to poke their way out. It was painful, but it meant something else. 
He could move his head. 
It was the same feeling he’d had when a body part fell asleep. He could feel the line of nerves crawling up and around his face. Slowly, painfully, he tried to move the outer muscles in his face — cheeks, lips, ears. He thought he could feel the slightest of motions. 
His face continued to “wake up.” He’d have preferred the traditional feeling of being awake, rather than the feeling of millions of ants crawling over his head, but he didn’t argue. He moved his mouth. 
Using an unbelievable amount of energy, he tried lifting his head. Yes! It was moving. His head was lifting up from the bed, slowly, surely…
It fell. He could hold it no longer. His head fell backwards onto the pillow that had been placed below him. 
With a deep, exhaling breath, he recovered and tried again. A little farther this time. 
He could now see his body. It was covered in a sheet, and his feet poked out from the bottom of it. Behind that was the door to the room he was in. It too was white, the off-white color no doubt picked for its price and not is appeal. 
Again, his head fell back to the pillow. 
This is good, he told himself. I’m getting stronger each time. 
As Malcolm tried for the third time, however, he realized something. They’d injected him with something. Possibly multiple things. 
He was probably only minutes away from passing out into a coma once again. 
I need to get out of here. 
He lay back for a few extra seconds, summoning energy, then he tried once more to lift his head. 
He wanted to scream. Pain shot through his head, worse than any migraine he’d ever experienced. Don’t. Stop. He chanted to himself over and over again. Don’t. Stop. 
His head was now fully upright, perpendicular to his body and the flat bed on which he rested. Now what? He forced his neck to each side, glancing down at the maze of tubes that were inserted into different parts of his body. He had no idea what they did or what human bodily function they were intended to perform. Some seemed empty — maybe those were waste tubes? 
Others had clear liquids running through them, and a few had deep crimson liquid coursing through them. 
He didn’t have much choice. He could still only move his head, and he didn’t have the luxury to wait around for more of his body to wake up. He looked down and to his right, noticing a small clear tube that had been inserted into the soft skin underneath his upper arm, just below his shoulder. 
If I can reach that…
He struggled again, forcing his head forward and down. A little more…
His lips were on the tube now, but there was no way his teeth were going to reach that far. He needed a little more. Millimeters more. 
Come on, Malcolm. He willed himself to push forward again. The pain was unbearable, his face no doubt bright red.
Just a few millimeters more. It had to be. 
Don’t. Stop. 
He exhaled the last of the air that was in his lungs, and his face shot forward just enough. He could feel the cold steel of the IV line’s end hit his mouth, and he clamped down. He didn’t care what he yanked out, as long as he disconnected something. 
Yes!
He bit down as hard as he could with his teeth as his head forced itself back down and onto the pillow. He felt a dull throb in his shoulder, but he didn’t move. He waited a moment, letting his body regroup. Finally, he lifted his tongue up and felt for his prize. 
It was there, cold steel and clear plastic tubing. It bumped up against his mouth as it fell, and he was ecstatic. 
He’d done it. 
He could see the plastic tube out of the corner of his eye, disappearing off the side of the bed and around the room somewhere, its contents no longer able to enter Malcolm’s body. 
He smiled — or what he thought was a smile — and closed his eyes again. 
Only a matter of time…
He waited for the drug’s effects to wear off; waited for the prickling line of needles to expand their reach, overtaking his body with the beautiful gift of motion. Any moment now, and he’d be able to move again. 
What was that?
He felt something, or rather, understood something. It wasn’t a feeling as much as a sort of knowing. His body was crashing, falling again. He felt the line of needles receding, going back down into the surface of his body. 
No! 
Just a little more time. 
But it was not to be. Malcolm’s body was going to sleep again. He could do nothing but watch, helpless, as his eyes closed out the world around him. He could hear his breathing, feel the rising and falling of his chest, but it was odd, as if it were not his own body that was controlling it. 
To be sure, he tried lifting his head again. Nothing. 
He couldn’t cry out, couldn’t make a sound. His mind was shutting down, sending him to sleep once again, and he couldn’t think…



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
“ANY RESULTS YET?” DR. TORRES was beginning to get frustrated as she waited for her assistant, Charlie, to return to her table with the results of the latest tests they’d been putting the sample through.
“Not yet,” Charlie muttered under his breath. They’d put the sample through a battering ram of tests — the standard lab-required composition, attributes, and plausible generation tests, as well as a few others Dr. Torres ordered hours ago. Charlie was currently finishing with the last of these, a test to determine any possible effects external forces might have on the sample.
Charlie returned to the table carrying a petri dish with a swab of the sample inside. Moving the sample from an observation plate to the dish made prescribing tests much easier.
“I don’t understand why you won’t just send an email to Levels 4 through 8,” Charlie said as he set the dish down on the table in front of Dr. Torres. “What can possibly go wrong by getting more people involved?”
Dr. Torres almost didn’t respond, but as she grabbed the dish, she turned to face her assistant. “Come on, Charlie, you know the rules. This one isn’t company sanctioned, so there’s no way we’re doing that.”
“Yeah, but don’t they encourage us to take on private jobs?”
“They do, but only if they can maintain the standpoint of plausible deniability for any of their scientists’ clients’ work,” Dr. Torres answered.
Charlie frowned. “Seems like a backwards way of doing business, in my opinion.”
Dr. Torres sighed. “Well, in my opinion, it seems like a good way for them to stay out of trouble. You and I both know that there’s enough non-sanctioned work going on here that’s ended in all but disaster. One of those leaks, and we’ve got incriminating evidence on our hands. For all of us.” Dr. Torres gave Charlie a look that was supposed to mean the conversation was over, but Charlie continued.
“I get it. The company won’t take credit for anything unless it ends in dollar signs for them.”
“Welcome to America, Charlie.”
Charlie let the insult slide. He had been raised in Idaho, and had lived in just about every small town anyone from Idaho had ever heard of. Hope, Irwin, Twin Falls, and his parents now lived in Mud Lake. Now that he worked in Twin Falls, it seemed like Charlie was going to spend the rest of his life inside the borders of his home state.
He’d grown up like most normal American boys. Street hockey in the summer, pond hockey in the winter, with other random sports thrown in during the off-season. He was of average build, not tall but not short either, making him an ideal candidate to fill out a team roster for just about any sport he tried out for.
Much to his father’s dismay, however, sports were not Charlie’s strong suit. Before football practice and after school during the fall semesters, Charlie spent his time in the science club at his local high school. What his parents thought — and hoped — would be a temporary, fleeting interest, turned out to be a career choice for the young man. He enrolled in night classes at the local university while only a junior in high school, convincing his parents that it would be good for his future. While it was certainly useful later in life, the truth of the matter was that Charlie was actually just interested in studying robotics, something his local high school did not have a program for.
He ditched the robotics studies after his first semester in college, opting instead to study microbiology. After graduating summa cum laude, he was quickly tapped for an internship at a local clinical research firm, then a pharmaceutical company, and finally as an assistant to Dr. Torres.
Charlie enjoyed the job; Dr. Torres was a good boss, and she treated him appropriately — hard enough that he was challenged to continue learning, but friendly enough that he knew she still cared about his education. It was because of this relationship, and Dr. Torres’ leadership, that he was able to succeed in the role while gaining worldly experience at the firm. As even-keeled and mild-tempered as he was, however, it was on nights like these that Charlie wished he were working somewhere else.
Dr. Torres just wouldn’t stop. They’d been at it for over three hours straight now, with no end in sight. He enjoyed discovering and learning just like any other scientist, but he also enjoyed sleep. Furthermore, he could already feel himself growing hungry again.
“Hey, boss, it’s getting late,” Charlie said. He hated to play that card, but he was long past his ability to be effective.
“Huh?” Dr. Torres said softly as she stared down at the sample and the associated report. “Oh, right, I guess it is getting a little late.” 
She looked at her watch. 
10:57 PM. 
She pushed her glasses back onto her nose and straightened the pile of papers in front of her as she stood up from the table. “Are you heading out?”
Charlie had worked with Dr. Torres long enough to know what the question really meant. Had enough? Can’t handle the grind of real science?
He had also worked with her long enough to know how to handle the situation. “Yeah, exactly.” He laughed. “We’ve done every test in the book and all the reports are there in front of you. I’m happy to stay and read them to you, but I’m pretty sure you’ve got it covered on your own.” He grinned, a half-smile from the left side of his mouth. It was enough to tell Dr. Torres that he was seriously tired, but not serious enough to tell her that he didn’t care. “Plus, you know that I’m only an email away.”
“You’re right. I guess I should be getting some sleep sometime tonight as well. Let me finish up here, and I’ll be on my way out, too.”
Charlie left, and Dr. Torres found herself alone in the sprawling laboratory. It was a state-of-the-art facility, one that she was constantly amazed with. It had everything she could possibly conceive of that she might need for her research, as well as gadgets, tools, and instruments that she could only guess were used by others in the building.
The company they worked for had been around for over forty years, and from stories she’d heard, it had been successful from day one. Operating in the black each and every fiscal year since, she was not surprised that the company spared no expense for its top-notch scientists.
Dr. Torres herself was a fantastic scientist, and she knew it. But working here, during the few times she was able to work side-by-side with other employees, she felt as though she were somewhere in the middle of the pack as far as qualifications went. There were scientists working here she had never met, who had been published in every month of every trade journal she subscribed to. There were also scientists who had spoken at every conference she had ever heard of. 
Most of all, however, Dr. Torres enjoyed her position in the company. While she was certainly not the most tenured, nor the most esteemed scientist in the building, she knew that the only way she could improve was by challenging herself. World renowned or not, working somewhere where you were only a number among many other numbers caused you to strive for more than you thought you were capable of. Most days, Dr. Torres felt this way. It was the reason she had come so far in her career, and it was the reason she was not slowing down yet.
She grabbed a stack of papers and the small petri dish from the table and carried them down the hall to her office. Charlie had affixed a lid on the Petri dish and taped it shut, complete with a label signifying what the sample contained.
Unknown s.248 — sample 248. 
The viral/bacterial infection that she’d been sent to study. 
When she arrived back at her office, she placed the sample on the far wall next to her personal microscope kit and took the report to her desk. She placed it on the stack of papers that were spread over her desk, careful not to cause any to fall to the floor. She moved a few styrofoam cups and plastic takeout trays to the trash next to her chair and sat down in front of her computer. 
Her email application was still front and center on the screen. She clicked on the last email she’d received and replied.
>To: Harvey ‘Ben’ Bennett <hbennett1419@yahoo.com>
>From: Diana Torres <diana.torres@focalresearch.org>
>Subject: Re:
>Body: I think we’ve figured part of this out. report attached; p-protected. use my bdate with his first name.
miss you. are you ok?
She read through the email to make sure it included the attachment and the information he would need. She was still surprised by the recipient, though not as overwhelmed as she had been when she’d first heard from him.
It must be more than ten years, she thought. She couldn’t actually remember the last time they’d spoken on the phone. Still, it was amazing to hear from him. These weren’t exactly the best of circumstances, but she knew that if he was contacting her, it must be something important.
Just then, she heard footsteps coming down the hallway. Was Charlie coming back? 
No, she thought, Charlie was wearing sneakers all day. These footsteps were clearly made by either a heeled woman’s shoe or a man’s dress shoe. Her ears perked up as she listened to the sound, now growing louder.
It lacked the purposeful quickness of a woman in high heels, and it seemed heavier. Who was visiting her?
She knew for a fact that no one else on her floor was currently in. After three or four trips to and from the lab on the fourth level, she could tell in a quick glance up and down the hallway that there were no other lights on besides her own.
The footsteps continued toward her open door. She stood up from the computer, forgetting about the email for a moment and turning toward the door.
Just as she turned, a man entered the space inside the door frame.
“Dr. Torres?” The man asked. His voice was raspy; not quite that of a lifelong smoker, but one that seemed tired or weary with age.
She nodded.
The man stepped in and took a long, slow glance around.
“Can I help you?” Dr. Torres asked.
The man’s eyebrows abruptly lifted, as if he had forgotten that he shared the room with another occupant. “Ah, yes. Dr. Torres, it’s great to meet you.” He extended his right hand forward. She reluctantly reached for it and allowed him to grasp it. His hand completely consumed hers, though he did not squeeze tightly. “I’m here from the CDC, which, as you know, is currently operating in a crisis mode.”
“Well, I — I didn’t exactly know that,” Dr. Torres said, still caught off guard. “Do you mean the explosion at Yellowstone?” Charlie had filled her in about the day’s events when he’d arrived hours ago, but she still hadn’t checked for an update.
The man smiled. He retracted his hand and placed it in his pants pocket. 
“Yes, in fact, that is exactly why I’m here.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
THE MAN CONTINUED TO EXPLAIN, both hands now in his pockets. “We’re following this thing as well; trying to stay ahead of it.” 
“Well, do you know what it is?” Dr. Torres asked. She sat back down in her desk chair and swiveled to face him.
“We’re guessing it’s some sort of bacteriophage; T4, Coliphage, something like that.” He motioned to a chair. She nodded once, and the man pulled it out and sat. “But the lab results haven’t come in yet. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to know if you’d figured anything out yet.”
Dr. Torres frowned. “How did you know I was working on it?” 
The man smiled. “The package that was delivered. A colleague of yours received it and sent it to you, but was prudent enough to document your research and testing phases as well.”
Charlie, she thought. She frowned in anger, then remembered that her assistant had only been doing his job. All of the lab techs and assistants at the company had been instructed to keep a record of any and all testing done on-site on any materials that could be considered “potential threats.” While she’d wanted to keep their work quiet until she could prepare a final report, she hadn’t considered asking Charlie to bypass this security step. 
“It’s okay, Dr. Torres. This type of thing happens all the time. You don’t want to make any mistakes in the research phases and potentially damage your career. Even if you had kept this one hidden from us, I’m not here to reprimand you.” 
“Okay,” Dr. Torres said. “May I ask why you are here?” 
“Information,” the man said without hesitation. “Like I said, we need to keep ahead of this one, especially it’s some sort of bacter—”
“It’s not.” 
“I beg your pardon?” 
“It’s not a bacteriophage,” Dr. Torres said. “Actually, it’s exactly the opposite.” 
“What do you mean? The symptoms we’re seeing in patients suggests that it is some sort of bacterial-viral combination.” 
“Well, you’re right about that,” Dr. Torres said, turning around in her chair and opening a file on her computer. “It’s bacterial and viral, but not in the sense of a bacteriophage. Rather than a virus attacking and piercing a bacteria, we’ve recognized the exact opposite. A bacterial infection within a larger virus.” 
The man stood up and began pacing the office. Dr. Torres chose to continue. 
“It’s a standard form of a spirillum bacteria, only crammed inside the shell of another body. I’ve never seen anything like it before, really. It’s quite ama—”
The man spun on his heel. “And who else has been working on this project with you?” he asked. 
“J — just my assistant, Charlie Furmann.” 
“I see. And do you have the sample here with you?” 
Dr. Torres fidgeted in her chair, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Her eyes flicked to the test tube on the table, then quickly back to the man. “I’m sorry — can I ask again why you’re here?” 
The man had already begun moving to the table. He reached down and grabbed the small glass vial just as Dr. Torres stood up from the chair. 
“Hey! Excus—” The man held the tube away from Dr. Torres with his right hand and lifted his left arm. He swatted the back of his hand at Dr. Torres’ face, catching her just below her left eye. 
Dr. Torres stumbled backwards, stunned. Tears began forming in her eyes as she gasped. The man continued moving, now reaching into his pants pockets and removing a pair of latex gloves. In one fluid motion, the man inserted his hands into the gloves and walked to the small lab sink. 
“What are you doing?” Dr. Torres asked as she regained her balance. “Wait!” 
The man threw the vial containing the sample down into the sink. It shattered with a loud crash, launching glass into the air. The man was already moving toward the open door. He reached for the handle and stepped out into the hallway. 
Dr. Torres saw the man’s hand reach into his coat pocket and remove another vial, this one containing a clear liquid. He held the tube up in front of her. 
“Dr. Torres. I am sorry it came to this. However, rest assured your research and time will not go to waste.” He threw the sample down. The hard floor obliterated the glass vial, and the clear liquid bounced upward and onto Dr. Torres’ feet. Before she could react, the man slammed the door, and Dr. Torres heard the clicking sound of his shoes retreating down the empty hall. 
She ran to the door and tried to open it, fumbling and slipping over the now-wet floor. Finally the handle gave, and she nearly fell into the hallway. She was breathing heavily, but continued down the hallway, following the sound of the man’s shoes. Just as she reached the elevator, it dinged. 
The doors slid open, and a shocked Charlie Furmann stared at his disheveled boss. “Dr. Torres — are you okay?” 
Her eyes were wide and wild, and she knew she must have looked insane, but she held herself together. She backed away from the elevator, putting space between herself and Charlie. 
“I — I…” she stammered. “Yes, I’m… I’m fine. Go home, and I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said. She turned away from Charlie and the open doors of the elevator and jogged to the stairs at the end of the hallway. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
AFTER LEAVING THE WAREHOUSE THAT housed Julie’s office, the pair drove to the other side of town. Just as they passed the city limits and left the metropolitan area, the high-rise apartments and multi-floor office buildings slowly changed into larger, flatter buildings and individual houses on suburban streets. 
“I moved out here after living in the big city for ten years,” Julie said.
“Big city?” 
“San Francisco. I was right in the middle of everything,” Julie answered. “It was great at first, but it wears on you after awhile.” 
“Yeah, I bet,” Ben said. 
Julie laughed. “Well, sure, I guess any city’s big to someone like you.” 
Ben thought about the statement — really a question — for a moment before responding. “I didn’t always live out in the middle of nowhere,” he said. Before Julie could interject, he added, “but I guess I always wanted to.” 
The truck drove on, passing yet another neighborhood filled with one-and two-story houses painted either brown, tan, or beige. White picket fences separated them from one another, and perfectly manicured lawns signaled a strict HOA governed the neighborhood. 
“So the park is a great job for you,” Julie said. 
Ben nodded, looking out the window. For the first time during their trip, he was only a passenger in the vehicle. Julie had offered to drive from the office to her apartment. 
“It is,” Ben said. “I guess, I mean it was.” 
“It’s going to be fine,” Julie said, trying to convince herself more than anyone else. “We’ll figure this out.”
After passing the neighborhood stretching over the road on their right and left, Julie turned onto a smaller country road, and Ben saw the houses and white fences recede in the distance. Fields and farms now replaced the neighborhoods on each side of the road. 
“I thought you lived in an apartment,” Ben said as he watched a group of cows. 
“I do,” she answered, “but it’s just the upstairs room of a converted barn. I rent from the family that owns it.” 
As she spoke the words, she turned and began driving down a gravel road. Up ahead, a crop of tall pines surrounded a house and a few buildings, among them a large barn. It was worn, as if the barn hadn’t been kept up for many years. 
“It looks worse on the outside,” Julie explained. “They stopped using it as a barn in the ‘70s, but converted it back in 2003. It’s completely renovated inside, and has everything I need.” She pulled into the long driveway that led to the farmhouse and barn, and the truck lurched over potholes and rocks strewn over the single lane. “It’s quiet and helps me relax.” 
The phone in Ben’s pocket buzzed. He reached for it and stared down at the number. Recognizing it, he answered. “Hey — how’s it going?” 
A few moments later, “What? Are you okay — how long ago?” He paused again. “Where are you now?” 
Julie looked over at her passenger as the truck slid onto a gravel driveway in front of the barn. She shut off the engine, but waited inside for Ben to finish his conversation. 
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m coming — I’ll leave now.” He hung up the phone and put it back in his pocket. 
“Where are we going now?” Julie asked. 
“You’re not. You’ve got work to do here. I need to get to Twin Falls though.” 
“Like hell I’m not. We’re in this together, remember?” 
He didn’t actually remember when they’d decided they were in this together, but he let it go. “Listen, that was Diana Torres, the person I sent that sample to. Something must have gone wrong.” 
Julie remained quiet. “She’s infected, and I need to get to her…” his voice trailed off. 
To her credit, Julie didn’t intrude by asking more questions. “Ben, I’m sorry. I’m going with you. Let me get some stuff from the house, and then we’ll get to the airport.” 
“No, I don’t fly. It’s less than a day’s drive from here anyway. Besides, it doesn’t sound like there’s much I can do about it.” 
Julie wanted to ask, in that case, why it mattered that they go visit her. Again, she was quiet. 
“That’s fine, you can come. Hurry up in there — we need to get on the road.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
SIX MONTHS AGO
DR. MALCOLM Fischer gasped again. 
I’m alive.
His eyes were open, blinking, as if trying to clear a veil from in front of them. The room was the same, but it was dark now. Darker, anyway. The lights were off, but there must have been some light trickling in through the door’s rectangular window that was getting into the room. 
He lifted his head to check. Yes, that’s where it’s coming from. 
And then: I just lifted my head. 
Malcolm wondered if he was dreaming. How do we check that? Then he remembered. He lifted his right hand and pinched his left. 
He could feel it. 
There were no pins and needles this time, no probing behind his skin. He was awake, and fully. He blinked a few more times and tried to sit up. 
He let out a groan as his right arm pushed off the bed. He looked down at the location of the pain — his shoulder. There was a large purplish welt where he’d ripped out the needle with his teeth, and he could see that he hadn’t done a great job: the small metal needle was still resting on his skin, the end slightly poking into his arm. 
He reached with his left hand and gently slid it back. It came out easily, and a little spot of blood followed close behind. 
He swung his legs off the table, waiting for the slightest noise. 
No beeping. No instruments in the hospital room seemed to be trying to alert their masters that their subject had awakened. 
He put his feet on the ground and tried to stand up. Malcolm’s body immediately collapsed, and he lay for a moment on the floor before trying to stand up again. 
How long have I been here? He tried to remember. The last time he’d woken up, he had been asleep for six months. Not enough time to have completely atrophied. 
He forced himself to stand again. Shaky, but he was balanced. He then focused on the tubes that were in his body. He noticed a reader on his finger — wasn’t this the one that tracked his heart rate?
If he removed everything, he knew the machine would start beeping again, sending the alarm that his heart had stopped. 
What to do? 
He couldn’t start switching off the machines, either. They were obviously going to be tracking the data from the machines, and if the machines suddenly went offline one after another, they’d be in here in seconds. 
He looked around. Nothing to use as a weapon, really, unless he was James Bond. 
And he wasn’t James Bond. 
Besides, what could he do? There were at least three doctors around, and possibly the beasts who’d brought him in. Three-or more-on-one didn’t sound like good odds. 
He did have the element of surprise, though. Unless there was a silent alarm emanating from one of the machines, they — whoever they were — had no idea he was awake. 
What had they said? “The chemical usually renders the patient comatose for around four to six months” or something like that? 
He thought about it for a moment. They had also said headquarters was coming tomorrow morning. If they had come, they surely would have noticed the giant welt on his arm, and the misplaced needle that should have been sticking properly out of it. 
That meant he had only been asleep for a few hours. 
He’d done it. 
Malcolm did a small fist pump, more to test the motion of his right arm than anything. He was awake, but he still needed to get out of there, and fast. 
At least before tomorrow morning. Hopefully long gone by tomorrow morning. 
Again, though: what could he do? 
He took another look around the room. The many computers and instruments hooked up to him wouldn’t all alert anyone if he started fiddling with them. The ones that would, he could only guess. Then he saw one of the computers connected to one of his fingers. It was on a rolling cart, and he couldn’t see it plugged into anything. 
He hobbled over to it, using the bedrail as a support. Sure enough, it was a standalone machine. Battery powered. 
He looked at the screen. It looked like a heart rate monitor, from what he could tell. There were numbers flashing on every inch of the screen, but the majority of it was a continuous graph, with peak appearing every second on the right side. 
Well, what do I have to lose? 
He started taking the rest of the trackers and monitor tubes off his body. Disgusting. 
Next were the needles poking through his chest, arms, and legs. Finally, the clip-like things that were connected to his fingers. 
All except the heart-rate monitor. 
He hoped that was the only one that would alert his captors. Why wouldn’t it be? They expected him to be completely comatose, after all, not an alert, mobile prisoner. 
He checked the wheels on the cart and began pushing it toward the door. Malcolm checked the handle, found it unlocked, and pushed the door open. He hobbled behind the cart, careful to not let the tube fall to the floor for him to trip on. 
It looked like a hospital wing, except one with no one else in it. It was a little creepy, actually, he realized. Not a soul was anywhere to be seen, and the only lights that were on were the emergency lights that ran up and down the hall between the brighter fluorescents. 
He wheeled the cart to the end of the hallway. Unlike what he’d expected of a “real” hospital, there was no T-intersection here. The hallway ended in what seemed like a janitor’s closet in front of him. He checked the door. Locked. 
He needed a plan, and fast. He couldn’t exactly wheel the heart monitor computer out and down the front steps, but he had no idea how to disable it without sounding an alarm somewhere. If he shut it off, he was almost positive an alarm somewhere in the building — no doubt where the nightshift was still working — would sound, and his gig would be up. 
Unless…
He thought for a moment. It might work…
But where? 
He hobbled along, faster now, turning the cart around and pointing it back the way he came. He pushed past his old room, noticed the door open, and pulled it closed. Can’t be too careful. 
He continued to the center of the hallway and found his T-intersection. He was in the top of the “T,” and this stretch of hallway in front of him was short — likely just a bridge or covered walkway to another section of the hospital. He entered it, noticing the floor curve up in a gentle arc. 
He walked slightly uphill until he reached the center of the bridge, then stopped in front of a door. Electrical 2-A. 
He was on the second floor, and this was the electrical closet for building A, which was either the one he’d just come from or the one he was about to enter. He hoped he’d chosen correctly as he tried the door. This one was unlocked, and he pushed the cart inside. 
A light switch on the wall next to the door flicked on a single overhead bulb, enough to light the space in a dim yellow bath of light. He looked around, finding nothing at first besides a few mop buckets, some brooms and dust pans, and a shelf of cleaning supplies. 
It appears that their janitors have commandeered this closet as well. 
On the right-hand wall, however, he found what he was looking for. An electrical panel, the kind that housed the fuses and breakers, stared back at him. It was easily as tall as he was. 
Okay, he thought. Let’s get to work. Whatever he tried, he couldn’t disable the monitor from signaling that he’d been tampering with it. But he could, however, try to disable the system on the other end, so that it wouldn’t receive the signal. 
He opened the panel and looked inside. Standard stuff — each of the breakers was labeled with cryptic text that would only make sense to the electrician who’d installed them. 
67A.
46-49B + J34.
It was a good thing he didn’t need to understand any of it. Was there a master anywhere? 
There. At the very top of the panel, right at eye level, was a large breaker that reached almost across the entire width of the panel. He reached for it and pulled it as hard as he could. He felt the pop as the breaker handle hit the other side of the panel, and he thought he could hear a deeper pop from somewhere outside the room. 
The light in the closet stayed on. 
He looked around nervously. What if it didn’t work? 
He made up his mind. He reached up and started flipping off each of the individual breakers, one at a time, as fast as he could. If the master hadn’t actually turned anything off, this certainly would. 
He reached the bottom of the left side and started in on the right, this time working bottom to top. He got faster as he went, now using the palm of his right hand to flick sections off all at once. Somewhere in the middle, he hit the power breaker for the closet he was in, and darkness fell around him. He waited for his eyes to adjust, but they didn’t. It was dark. Even the greenish glow of the heart rate monitor was useless. 
Malcolm reached out again and felt for the rest of the breakers, using his left hand as a guide until he’d turned off the remainder of the switches. Satisfied, he looked down at the monitor waiting patiently next to him, like a pet. He ripped the clip from his finger, and a beeping sound immediately echoed from the machine. He spun the cart around, looking for a power switch. 
There, on the top of the back panel, he found it. A standard I/O computer button. He pressed it, letting out a deep breath as the machine died. For good measure, he tried to hide it behind the mops and buckets that stood in a corner. It wasn’t spy-worthy, but it at least wouldn’t be immediately noticeable. 
Now, he had to get out of the building. He assumed some doctors and other night staff would be around soon, checking in on him until the backup generators turned on. He guessed he had less than a minute to get out. 
Voices called out in the hallway. 
“Yeah, I’ll check it out. Probably a brownout or something.” 
“Okay, holler if you need anything.” 
Malcolm waited until footsteps raced past the closed closet door. Just as they receded up and over the bridge-like walkway, he opened the door and looked out. A balding man was jogging down the other side, into the hallway he had been sleeping in for the past six months. The man was only seconds away from realizing that his patient was no longer there. 
Malcolm stepped out into the hallway and started to run, then stopped and stepped back into the closet to grab a mob. He again ran out the door, trying to disconnect the mop head from its handle. As he reached the entrance to the other building, the mop head fell off. 
He ran through the open doors, only pausing to get his bearings. The electricity was out here, too — a good sign, at least until the generators kicked on. 
“Anything?” he heard another man ask. The sound came from just ahead, around the corner. 
Malcolm heard the clicking sound of a walkie-talkie, then the notoriously poor sound quality of another voice from the other end. 
“Nothing. Lights off down here, too.” A pause, then heavy breathing. “Checking in on 0-10-7… what the…” The voice continued breathing, then it shouted. “He’s not here! 0-10-7-5-4 is gone! I repeat —” 
Malcolm had heard enough. He had no idea if there was one man around the corner or twenty, but he took his chances. He flung himself around the end of the hallway, relieved to not have the burden of the heart rate monitor cart. 
A lone young man in his thirties had his back to Malcolm behind a circular desk situated in the middle of an open atrium. This man was not a doctor, Malcolm realized. He was wearing a navy blue suit and black belt. 
Rent-a-cop. 
Malcolm kept running. The atrium around him was beautiful, even without much light. A hundred feet above him, moonlight drifted down through skylights in the building’s ceiling, illuminating large plants, marble-covered floors, and desks in sharp light. It was like a modernist’s interpretation of film noir — shadows cutting through everything as they descended onto the otherwise pristine lobby.
Malcolm ran past a glass elevator and caught a glimpse of a sign glued to the side of the elevator shaft. 
Floor 2.
And below it: Drache Global. 
Drache Global — something clicked in Malcolm’s mind. That had been the label on the bag. 
By now, Malcolm was sure the man could hear him coming, but he didn’t turn around. Instead, the rent-a-cop flicked the button on the walkie-talkie and asked again, “Hey, you hear me? What’s up?” 
The doctor tried to respond, but the connection either cut in and out or the doctor was inept at the use of walkie-talkies. The voice flickered. “—Patient… need assistance…” The cop tried to respond again, finally realizing that there were loud footsteps behind him. 
It didn’t matter. Malcolm was now within range of the cop, and he brought the mop handle up and over his head. He felt the burn in his right shoulder as his muscles voiced their discomfort, but he ignored it. 
Malcolm felt a rage building inside him. Six months. My team; my students. Their faces flashed through his mind as the mop handle crashed down on the cop’s head just as he spun around. 
The handle connected with the man’s temple, and a look of shock appeared on both the men’s faces. The act of violence was unlike Malcolm, but he followed through. The mop handle broke in half, but the damage had been done. 
The cop’s head crunched sideways, and he fell from the stool he was on. He managed a quick gurgle of pain, but was silent as he fell to the marble floor. Malcolm dropped his half of the mop handle. 
Without checking to see if the man was alive, Malcolm turned to the elevator. There has to be…
There. Stairs. Off to the left of the elevator shaft, he saw a small open entrance. 
He went down the stairs two at a time, his body at once excited for the movement it was now allowed as well as struggling to provide it. He reached the bottom and found himself in a similar lobby. 
Floor 1.
Drache Global. 
No one was at the desk, but he didn’t take any chances. He found a door to the left of the stairs that was labeled L1 - Garage, and pushed it open. 
A sharp snap of air hit him in the face. Six months since I’ve felt fresh air, he realized. He’d been asleep for just about all of that time, but his body knew. He drew in a deep breath and ran outside. 
The parking garage sloped upward, and he now felt the strain on his muscles as he reached freedom. Ahead, he saw cars zipping by. The building must be on a busy road. 
He ran, daring not look back. Closer. 
The edge of the street was tantalizingly close. 
Closer. 
“Hey!” 
He heard the doctor’s voice yelling from behind. “Stop!” 
Closer. 
He reached the exit of the parking garage, thankful that the gate was an unmanned, automated machine. He dodged around it and continued running, forcing his legs to move faster. 
Closer.
He’d made it. He reached the street, not pausing for traffic. Cars honked and swerved as they sizzled by, but Malcolm didn’t notice. 
He reached the other side, then kept running. Up another busy street. 
On his left, cars raced past him. He held up a hand, waving — pleading. 
Finally a car stopped. Malcolm slowed to a walk as the car’s window rolled down. 
“Need a lift?” 
The voice from inside was that of a middle-aged woman, raspy from a lifetime of smoking. Her hair was tousled, but she wore a huge grin and unlocked the passenger door. 
“P — please.” He didn’t know what else to say. “I… I don’t know where to go.” 
The woman smiled larger. “I’d guess that. I’d say we get you some clothes, first.” 
Humiliation surged through Malcolm as he looked down at his body. 
He was completely, utterly naked. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
FOR WHAT SEEMED LIKE THE hundredth time in two days, Ben drove the truck while Julie snoozed in the passenger seat. As he pulled onto the driveway that he’d known so well for so many years, he was overcome by a wave of emotion. He parked the truck just in front of the closed garage door and stepped out.
Julie rose, yawning, as she opened the passenger door and stretched on the front lawn, she and the truck casting long late-afternoon shadows on the house.
“Is this her house?” she asked. 
Ben was already moving toward the front door. 
“So how do you know her, anyway?” 
It was the second time she’d asked the question during their time together, and the second time he’d dodged it. “She’s lived here for almost forty years. Moved here from St. Louis.” 
He knocked but didn’t wait for a response. The door was unlocked, so he stepped into the house. Julie followed behind. The house was dim, with low ceilings that sported 1970’s style texture. 
“Hello?” he called out. 
A woman’s muffled voice came from somewhere at the back of the house, so the pair walked down the narrow hallway until they came to a closed bedroom. Ben breathed deeply, pausing before he knocked again. 
When he did, they heard a hoarse voice invite them in. Ben opened the door. 
“But stay away from the bed,” the woman said. “The contagion is extremely potent. Some sort of viral-bacterial combination, not unlike a bacteriophage.” 
Ben rushed forward, coming to his knees at the edge of the bed. He reached for the woman’s hand and held it in his own. 
“You never were a good listener, Harvey.” She nodded her head but smiled at the same time. “How are you?” 
Ben swallowed, trying to find his voice. “I — I’m good. Mom, this is Julie. She works for the CDC.” 
Julie’s eyes widened as realization swept over her. She, too, approached the bed. 
“Stay close to the door,” Ben said. “We can’t have you getting infected with this stuff.” 
“Ms. Torres? Hi. Nice to meet you.” Julie waved awkwardly from the corner of the bedroom. She stared at the large man beside the bed, doing all he could to not burst into tears. 
“Mom, what happened? Was it the sample? Some accident?” And then, as if now realizing that he was in his childhood home, “Why aren’t you in a hospital?” 
“Slow down, Harvey. No, nothing like that. And you two both know a hospital can’t do anything about this. It wasn’t your sample.” She took two breaths, each sharp and staggered. “I mean, it was the same strain, I believe, though not the sample you sent.” Again, a breath. “There was a man. Said he was with the CDC.” She looked through pained eyes toward Julie. “Which, I now know, was a lie.” 
Ben stood and dropped his mother’s hand. “What do you mean? This wasn’t an accident.” 
Tears began to form around the woman’s eyes. She pressed her lips together and shook her head, slowly. 
Ben felt his cheeks flush. His eyes narrowed. “Mom. Who was it?” The words were clipped, on edge. 
She shook her head again. “I don’t know. I didn’t recognize him. He walked into my office and emptied your sample in the lab sink, then… then…” Her eyelids fluttered. She took another sharp breath and tried to continue. Ben suddenly noticed how red her face was. He examined her neck and arms and found that they were covered in the same shiny, bubbling rash he’d seen back at Yellowstone. 
“He threw something at my feet. Another test tube, full of some liquid. After what you’d told me about the sample you sent, I assumed this one was the same thing, but a much more lethal dose.” She took a breath again. “Listen, Harvey, I don’t have much time.” 
“Stop.” 
“No, listen. You know this by now, but listen anyway. There’s more to it than just a freak virus out there. The explosion, this man who says he’s from the CDC, and the strange properties that sample was exhibiting.” 
“Mom, we’re going to —” 
“Harvey, knock it off.” The words were more intense than they had been, and Ben fell silent again. “I don’t care about any of that. I can’t. I’ve got hours to live. You listen to me, okay?” 
He nodded.
“Harvey, I love you. It’s been over ten years since I’ve even heard from you, and you need to know that I love you.”
A single tear fell down his right cheek. He couldn’t bear to let Julie see him cry, so he kept his eyes glued to the bed and didn’t wipe the tear away. 
“I love you, and I never stopped loving you. After your — your father…” 
“Stop it, Mom.” He felt his voice shaking. Was it noticeable? He whispered. “I love you too, okay? I do. I’m sorry.” 
His mother’s eyes were closed now, and she was trying to breathe peacefully. 
“I’m sorry for everything.” 
He stood up from the bed and left the room. 
Julie caught up to him in the hallway and followed him into the dining room, where he collapsed on an old leather sofa. 
“Hey, are you okay?” she asked. “I — I’m so… I can’t believe…” she stammered, not finding the right words. 
“You don’t have to do that,” Ben said. “I’m fine.” 
He stared blankly toward the flat-screen television that sat on a stand in the corner of the room. “I’ll stay here today, and maybe —” 
“Ben,” Julie said. She waited for him to look at her. “Ben, I know how this feels, okay? But the longer we stay here —” 
“I’m staying here.” 
“Ben, if we stay here, we’re going to die.” 
“I’m staying here,” he said again. 
“Ben! Listen to me. You know what’s about to happen. If you’re not infected yet, you will be. And then I will be. It’s only a matter of hours, Ben. You don’t have hours to wait.” 
Ben knew she was right, but he didn’t move from the sofa. 
Julie finally came around the couch and sat next to him. “Do you need anything?” she asked. 
He shook his head. 
Julie sighed and retreated into the depths of the couch. “Ben, let’s at least get somewhere we can talk, okay? Somewhere we can figure this out together?” 
This time, he nodded. She reached over and placed her hand on his.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
“ANYTHING ELSE?” THE FRAZZLED WOMAN gazed down at the couple in the booth before her. 
Juliette Richardson shook her head. “We’re good, thanks.” The woman was gone before she could finish. 
“I thought diners were supposed to have great service,” Julie said to Ben over two plates of waffles and cups of coffee. 
He shrugged, taking a huge bite of syrup-covered waffle.
The diner was just outside of town, on the state highway they’d taken into Twin Falls. It was called The Family Diner, and Ben and Julie — the only two guests — weren’t sure yet whether the play on words was meant to be taken seriously or not. So far they assumed it was meant as satire. There wasn’t a “family” — or even another person, besides their waitress — in sight. 
“At least the food’s good,” Julie said, cramming almost half a waffle into her mouth. She guzzled coffee to wash it down, and only then noticed Ben staring at her. “What?” 
He grinned. “As hard as this is…” he stopped. 
“Yeah?” 
“No, just… as hard as this is… I’m glad you’re here.” 
Julie swallowed. “Me too. I mean, I can’t imagine… I’m sorry, Ben.” She took another bite of waffle, and this time added a forkful of sausage to it. “By the way, what’s up with ‘Harvey?’”
“That’s my name,” Ben said. 
“Well, yeah, I picked up on that,” she said. “But you don’t go by that anymore. Why?” 
He shrugged again. “I don’t know. Dropped it after high school. Seemed like sort of a nerdy name, I guess. Ben’s easier.” 
Julie considered this. “I like Harvey.” 
Ben stared blankly at her. 
“I like Ben too,” she added. 
He looked down again at his plate, comparing his plate to Julie’s. She can really put it away, he thought. He was almost embarrassed by how little he’d eaten. 
“Hey, I have another question. Did Diana — I mean, your mom — did she have any assistants or anything? Anyone we could contact?” 
“Always working, huh?” Ben’s response was blunt.
“Oh my God, no, Ben… I’m sorry —”
He shook his head. “It’s fine. Really. I’m shaken up, but this is good. Let’s keep moving; figure out what’s next.” He thought for a moment, using the lull in the conversation to take a deep sip of jet-black coffee. He winced. 
“Too hot?” she asked. 
“Too crappy.” He swallowed, feigning choking. “Where’d you find this place, anyway?” 
“Google Maps. Never steered me wrong so far.” 
“‘Bout time to start using something else. Anyway, uh, I have no idea about her work. I’ve been in the park for over a decade. Man, it’s been a long time.” 
A solemn look came over his eyes. 
“Ben, it’s okay. If you need —”
“No, I’m fine. Yeah, I can’t think of anything. Hell, I don’t even really know what she does. I remember she worked for a chemical company when I was a kid, but she took this job not too long ago.” 
“You spoke with her?” 
“No, she’d email me quite a bit. I never responded more than once or twice, I think. I kept the email account open, though. Is there any way to figure out who she was working with?” 
“I tried looking it up in the company directory, but they’re pretty good about keeping their work and employees protected. I might be able to get some help from my tech guy, though.” She took a sip of coffee, this time not using it to wash down her meal. From the expression on her face, she could clearly taste it better this time around. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. This is rough.” 
Ben smiled, and he caught her gaze. He could almost feel her examining him, exploring the leathery-brown contours of a face that had rarely gone a day without being exposed to the sun and elements. 
“Hey,” she said quickly. “I have a question.” 
“Shoot.” 
“Why’d you leave?” 
She didn’t need to explain it; he knew what she meant. It was a fair question, but also the forbidden one, and she didn’t dance around it or build it up.
He took a deep breath. No one asks me that, he thought. It had been years since he could even remember talking about it. 
A light flashed in front of the diner. Another visitor had parked and was getting out of their vehicle. 
Without realizing it, Ben was suddenly engrossed in the newcomer. He watched as the rectangular, boxy headlights flicked off — it was an older sedan — and the driver stepped out. Tall, thin, can’t see what they’re wearing. No passenger. 
The visitor walked quickly, heading directly to the entrance. The man — Ben could now see him clearly — pulled the door open and walked inside. 
“Good evening, go ahead and sit anywhere,” the monotone voice of their waitress called from somewhere in the back of the restaurant. 
Julie realized Ben wasn’t paying attention to their conversation and turned to see what he was looking at. The man continued walking toward them. Ben locked eyes with him and began to stand up. 
As he did, the man sped up. Ben’s heart raced. The man was now only fifteen feet from their table and closing the distance fast. Who is this guy?
He watched the man reach into the pocket of his coat. Ben saw out of the corner of his eye another flash of lights, then another. Two more cars. He reached down and grabbed the closest thing he could find. 
A salt shaker. 
From the man’s pocket, a gun. Small, compact. .380. Enough to do some serious damage from this range. 
Ben didn’t wait. He jumped to the side, throwing the salt shaker. It struck the gunman in the forehead, knocking him backwards a few steps. He dropped the gun, instinctively raising his hands to protect his head from further attack. 
“Julie! Run!” Ben called out. He’d landed beneath some bar stools set alongside the counter of the diner. He struggled to his feet, feeling the painful throbbing in his hip. 
Julie was on her feet, running toward the door, but the man was chasing after her. He overtook her at the diner’s second exit, grabbing her waist with one arm. His other hand weaved up and around her left underarm. Julie was helpless, her arm completely pinned away from her body. She tried madly to swing it at him, but the man dodged the blows with ease. 
Ben rushed forward, aiming for the attacker’s lower back. Just before Ben collided with him, the man turned, exposing Julie’s belly to Ben’s tackle. 
Ben was moving too fast to stop, and the three of them fell backwards out the diner’s doors. They collapsed in a heap on the concrete sidewalk, but their attacker was on his feet almost immediately. He pulled Ben up and shoved him up against the tall glass window. Ben held onto the man’s wrist, trying to wiggle free, but the man landed a solid punch to his gut. 
He felt the wind get knocked out of him, and he caught a glimpse of Julie running toward the man before he was released and fell to the sidewalk. The man anticipated the attack, grabbing Julie’s hands just as they fell toward his head. He twisted them sharply, and Ben heard her abrupt cry of pain. The man twisted harder, hugging her body close to his and moving his hands to her neck. 
She was turned around, her back to his, so her punches had little effect. She danced around, trying to shove her heel onto the top of his foot, but the man was prepared for this line of defense as well. 
The man’s grip on Julie’s neck grew tighter. 
Ben blinked a few times, sitting up against the wall. 
Get up. Come on, move.
He willed his body to work. His hip wasn’t broken, but it was obviously badly bruised. 
He heard Julie gasping for breath, her arms and legs flailing wildly. 
Get. Up.
He forced his lungs to accept a deep breath of air. It was painful, as if someone was stabbing him in the chest. 
Not as painful as getting choked to death, he thought.
He stood up. Julie’s raspy voice broke through the gasps. “H — Help,” she said. 
He ran forward. His footsteps were heavy. 
The man could tell he was coming. He was expecting it. 
As Ben got within a foot of the man’s back, an elbow caught him directly in the nose. Searing pain shot up his face, tears coming to his eyes. Ben stumbled backwards, nearly losing his balance again. 
Just then he heard a shout. The lights from the other two vehicles became clearer.
Truckers.
Two men ran toward the trio, one of them shouting. “Hey! What the hell’s going on over here?” One of the truckers saw the man choking Julie. He ran toward them, and the attacker released her neck. She sucked in cold air, falling to her knees on the rocky parking lot ground. Tears fell from her eyes. 
The attacker was too late to protect himself. The first trucker had reached him and landed a blow across his face. He followed the attacker backwards as he struggled to keep his balance, but before he righted himself the larger truck driver punched him in the side. He doubled over, and the man kneed him as hard as he could. 
The second truck driver had reached Julie, and he bent down to help her. Ben crawled forward, trying to regain his balance.
He watched as their attacker jumped to his feet and began to run away. He ran toward a field, chased briefly by the larger truck driver. When it was clear to the trucker that he was being outrun, he turned back to the others. 
“You okay?” he asked Ben. Ben was on his feet now, swaying, still trying to catch his breath. 
“I’m good. I need to get back to my truck; see if I can find him.” 
“You won’t find him,” the second trucker said. “He’s fast, and he’s probably got a ride somewhere nearby. Best call the cops and let them handle it from here.” 
Ben was seething. He walked over to Julie, letting his arm fall to her side. He pulled her close to him, wanting to protect her. It’s too late for that.
She was sobbing, but she looked at him. “Are you okay?” 
He realized what he must look like. He could feel blood draining from his nose, and he was having a hard time catching his breath. “I’m fine. What about you?” 
She swallowed hard. “It hurts, but I’m okay.” She turned to look at the two truck drivers. “I owe you my life. Thank you.” 
“Don’t mention it. Isn’t my first bar fight, but…” he looked at the now-empty diner. “I guess it is the first one I’ve broken up in a place like this. Why don’t you two get inside, get something to eat?” 
She shook her head. “We’re fine, really. Thank you, both of you.” 
The first trucker spoke up. “You two need anything? A phone, a ride?” He paused. “A drink?” 
Ben nodded. It was time to ditch their truck. “We could use a ride.” 
He knew the attacker — or someone — would be back. Whoever it was, they were going to be looking for them. They had to get away from there, and fast. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU failed?” Valère asked. 
He tried to steady his voice, to make it sound stronger than it was, for the other two men. 
Roland and Emilio. Both were standing behind him, their meeting with Valère interrupted by this fourth man. 
“I am deeply sorry, Mr. Valère,” the man said. “I encountered them in a small diner, and when I —”
“Them?” 
“Yes. The target was with another man. Large, built, but not much of a fighter. I was able to —”
“Then why is the target still alive?” Roland asked. His voice boomed out over Valère’s shoulder, causing Valère to shudder. If only I had his commanding tone, he thought. 
The man standing in front of him wasn’t sure what to say. “I — I think…”
“And that is the problem,” Emilio said. “You think, when we have simply asked you to act.” 
Emilio placed a hand on Valère’s shoulder and leaned down, whispering. 
“Your contingency is failing us, Mr. Valère. I suggest a prompt resolution to this matter.” 
Valère shook again and clasped his hands. His nervousness had been with him his entire life. It began as a slight tick in his boyhood years, growing into a noticeable oddity by his teens. As a young adult, Valère had learned to control it, forcing it down to a subtle, hardly noticeable level that didn’t manifest itself physically. 
But it was still there.
Valère was constantly reminded of his weakness. The sweating, the shuddering, the teeth-grinding. All of it was a form of nervousness, a simple reaction to excitement. 
Whether positive or not, any exciting stimuli in Valère’s life caused him to relive these moments, waiting until they passed. He dared not speak too loudly, or grow agitated, for fear that his weakness would once again wield its power over him.
He nodded. “Yes,” he said, softly. “I do agree.” 
The man’s eyes widened. “Wh — what is… what can I do…”
Valère held up a hand, and the man stopped. 
“Please do not talk. You have already upset my partners, and I fear you will only upset me if you continue.” 
“B — but I can make it up. I swear. You don’t need to kill me —”
“Enough!” Valère yelled, slamming his fist on the table in front of him. He felt the nervousness growing within him, quickly superseded by the calming sensation of knowing he’d even startled his partners standing behind him. 
He saw in his periphery each man take a step back. 
The man — the failure — in front of him swallowed. 
“Now,” Valère continued. “What makes you think I am going to have you killed?” 
The man turned his head slightly. 
“No, my friend. I don’t reward complete and utter failure with a swift and merciful death. It really isn’t my style, anyway. The messiness of it all, it… well, it disturbs me.
“I have a better idea. SARA?” 
“Yes, Monsieur Valère?”
The man’s eyebrows arched when he heard the voice coming from the walls around him.
“I would like you to transport Mr. Olsen here to our facility in Brazil.” 
“Of course, Monsieur Valère. Is there a certain destination you have in mind?” 
Valère nodded. “I do. Please alert NARATech of a possible test candidate currently preparing for stasis.” 
“Stasis?” Roland asked. 
The man in front of them closed his eyes. “Please, Mr. Val —” 
Valère shook his head, but SARA took over. “Mr. Olsen, please refrain from additional comment. Your scheduled stasis prep will begin in exactly fifteen minutes. I have alerted security, and they are en route for escort. Please follow the green arrows I will illuminate on the walls.” 
The man, resigned, left the room and slumped down the hall. 
“Valère, what is stasis?” Roland asked again. “Emilio — what are you not telling me?” 
Valère turned to his partners, scrutinizing the fat man that stood at his left. “Mr. Jefferson, I believe I have waited much too long to reassert my authority over this little project. Please —”
“Reassert your authority?” Roland Jefferson yelled. “What are you talking about, Valère? This project was given to us by —”
“No, Roland,” Emilio said. “That’s where you’re wrong. This project was given to Mr. Valère and myself, and we brought you along because of your… assets, which we found valuable.” Emilio turned to Valère to continue. 
“Yes, Roland,” Valère said. “We are excited to say that the Company no longer requires the use of these assets. Our investments elsewhere have performed admirably, and your lack of leadership so far on this project has informed our decision.” 
“Your… decision?” Roland Jefferson’s enormous frame had moved out from behind Valère’s desk, and he stood, looming, in front of him. “You can’t… you can’t do this!” 
“Your investments are in nothing but corporate bonds and shady real estate, Mr. Jefferson. Most of it is drying up as we speak, thanks to the work of our investments. Your companies are our companies, and your prized real estate holdings around the globe are now being scuttled or revamped, to make way for our next phase.” 
“This is an outrage!” he roared, fuming. 
“It is, Roland. It truly is. For you. For us — for the Company — it is a natural progression. We all eventually outlive our usefulness, and need to be redirected.”
“I will not be spoken to like a child! I have not outlived my usefulness!” 
“Correct,” Valère said. “SARA, are you still with us?” 
“Always, sir.” 
“Perfect. Please arrange for Mr. Jefferson to join our friend Mr. Olsen in stasis.” 
“Absolutely, Monsieur Valère. And shall I arrange for his delivery to Brazil as well?” 
“No, actually,” Valère said. He watched Jefferson’s eyes grow wide. “Please arrange for Roland’s delivery to our holdings in Antarctica. He will preempt our facilities there, but our stasis research has proven to be quite effective in long-term storage.” 
“Very well, Monsieur Valère. Mr. Jefferson, your scheduled stasis prep will begin in exactly fifteen minutes. I have alerted security and they are en route for escort. Please follow the green arrows…”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
CRACK! THE SOUND OF THE rifle shot pierced the air and reverberated as it bounced over the calm, open water. Randall Brown sat up taller on the picnic table and offered advice. 
“Good shot. You hit it, but it wasn’t centered.” 
His wife grinned next to him, laughing at Randy’s instruction.
His teenage son nodded, reloading the .22 caliber Remington rifle. “At least I hit it.” 
Randy smiled. “True. If it had been alive, it wouldn’t be anymore.” He took in the peaceful scene, watching the small pieces of clay disc disappear beneath the surface of the lake and the sunlight diffract over the gentle waves.
Way better than being at the office. He checked his watch. Late afternoon. He would normally be checking the server temperatures and running any final diagnostic tests, then getting ready to head home. Randall Brown had worked for the CDC for four years, moving to the Montana offices only a year ago. He’d had a brief stint in tech startups before realizing that he was considered a “dinosaur” in that world — at a mere forty-six years old. His world of IBM, mainframes, networking, and accreditations had been replaced in the past decade or so by a new world, one of sleek laptops, blogging, cloud platforms, and agile development. It wasn’t that he wasn’t needed, or useful; it was just that he wasn’t appreciated. 
No one seemed to know, or care, what kind of experience and knowledge he could provide as an IT consultant, network administrator, or general “tech guy.” At the two startups he’d worked for, he was usually no more than an afterthought. 
At first he didn’t care. The jobs always paid well, thanks to a mix of youthful overconfidence and arrogant market predictions, but Randy knew better. He’d worked a year at a startup that was trying to bring simple image manipulation to tablets and mobile devices, only to see the writing on the wall a few months into it. The company had a long list of deep-pocketed investors who knew next to nothing about the computing world, and they had an equally impressive amount of VC funding. The trouble was, the product wasn’t profitable. Worse, the college-age owners of the company didn’t seem to care about the future of the company’s product line.
Randy jumped ship to another company, finding many of the same problems and none of the solutions. After realizing his career would be all but over if he stayed on board, he decided to find a more stable position. 
That position was found in the CDC’s Threat Assessment division, as the Director of IT for a new department. It was a laid back job, never causing too much stress or overwhelming work duties. Keep email running, dust off the servers that provided intranet support through their SecuNet portal, and keep the coffee in the main office hot. 
But while the job itself was decent, it was the boss that he couldn’t stand. David Livingston. The man was more callous, abrasive, and downright rude than anyone he’d ever met. 
Crack! Another rifle shot snapped Randy back to the real world. Vacation, one week, a friend’s lake house. There was nothing in the past year Randy had looked forward to more than this moment. 
He saw his son smiling back at him, and only then noticed the crumbling bits of clay skeet falling into the lake. All equal sizes, all the same relative shape. 
“Wow — did you get it?” he asked. 
His son nodded. “Right in the center.”
Randy stood from the picnic table and clapped his hands, rotating them around in a large circle. A “round of applause.” His wife groaned. A “dad joke,” but, well, he was a dad. 
“Seriously, dad?” his son asked. “You’re still using that joke?” 
“What? It’s still funny.” 
“It was never funny.” 
“Hey,” Randy said, walking toward the edge of the lake where his son stood holding the rifle. “You know what would be funny? If I took that thing from you and out-shot you with it.” 
The gun was a gift for Drew, something he’d wanted for quite some time. The three of them, Randy, his wife, Amanda, and Drew, had taken the trip to the lake house for a short vacation, and to celebrate Drew’s seventeenth birthday.
“You’re welcome to try, old man,” Drew said. He handed the rifle to Randy. Randy eyed the weapon, admiring the craftsmanship and build quality. Before he could lift it to his shoulder, his cell phone rang. 
“Your phone works out here?” his wife asked. “Looks like it’s work.” She grabbed the phone from the table and walked it over to her husband. 
Randy saw the number and shrugged. “Government’s paying for it, so I guess they’re using the best network.” The number came up on the screen just below the name of the caller. Juliette Richardson. Well, at least it wasn’t Livingston.
He poked at the phone to answer it. “Hello?” he handed the rifle back to Drew and walked back toward the table. 
“Randy — hey, it’s Julie. Sorry, I know you’re on vacation. You have a minute?” 
“Of course, what’s up?” Unlike David Livingston, everyone liked Julie. She was fun, pretty, and adventurous, never waiting around for the red tape. 
“Thanks. Listen, I don’t know if you’ve been keeping up with the news, but something’s going to break, and I’m trying to stay in front of it.” 
Randy hadn’t been keeping up with the news, which was part of the family covenant of their vacation. As he was constantly bombarded by technology, industry news, and media during his job, his wife had made him promise to give it up for the week they were out of town. No TV, no internet, no computer. Just them, the lake, and peace and quiet for a week. 
He glanced over at her now. She did not have a happy expression on her face, knowing that Randy’s cellphone breached their covenant. He shrugged apologetically. 
“Uh, yeah, okay. What’s the deal?” The CDC often had something they were “trying to stay in front of,” so it wasn’t out of the ordinary for Julie to be asking for a work-related favor. But the fact that she’d called his cell directly seemed odd to Randy. 
And her hurried tone of voice. 
“Sorry, I can’t explain it all right now. Can you get me access to a computer?” 
“Sure — is it connected?” Randy didn’t hesitate to answer. Even though it was an explicit part of his job description, he considered it to be “hacking” when he needed to gain access to another CDC machine. And he loved hacking. 
“Uh, yeah, it is, but it’s not onsite.” 
“What do you mean? It has SecuNet access, right?” 
“No, sorry, I mean, it’s connected, like to the internet, but…”
“Aw, geez, Julie, you’re asking me to hack an outside machine?” Randy asked. 
“Not hack, just… gain access. I need to get some information on—” 
“That’s called hacking, Julie. That’s literally the definition of hacking.” 
Randy heard his wife let out an exasperated sigh from next to him on the picnic table bench. He looked at her, covering the phone’s microphone with his palm. “Sorry… I… it’s just something real quick.” 
“Hello? Randy? Hey, come on. This is a serious request. Can you help me out?” 
Randy didn’t know what to say. “Julie, this is… you can’t. It’s not legal, and I could get fired for even trying. Why can’t Livingston put in a formal seizure of data request?” 
“You know how long those take, Randy. And come on. Livingston? I haven’t even seen him for the better part of a week.” 
It was true. Their boss had been enjoying a series of “work related” excursions, including golf, four-hour lunches, and strip clubs. How he managed to expense everything to the company’s accounting division was beyond Randy’s comprehension. 
“Okay, fine. I assume you’re on to something big, but I still can’t—” 
“It’s a matter of national security, Randy.” 
“Seriously?” Randy almost laughed out loud. “You’re going to try to guilt me into this with that line?” 
“Randy, turn on the news. You can’t honestly be that out of touch. After the bomb at Yellowstone, there was—” 
“What? A bomb at Yellowstone?” 
“Yes, Randy, a bomb. And it released something into the air. Some sort of virus that’s killing everyone who came into the area close to the explosion. It’s contagious, highly deadly, and we need to find out if anyone has anything on it.” 
Randy stared out at the water in shock. Never, in his year of employment with the CDC, had Julie ever seemed so… frantic. She was always calm, pleasant, and laid back, albeit in a hard-driving, get-it-done sort of way. 
He wasn’t sure how to respond. “I… I guess…” 
“Okay, great. I need it quick, too. Can you get it, Randy?” She paused. “Randy? You there?” 
Crack! Drew fired the rifle again, missing the skeet shot. He immediately prepared a second shot and launched the disc from the skeet launcher next to him. 
“Sorry, yeah, I was thinking. I don’t know, I have my laptop but I’m—” 
“Randy, I’m sorry, but there’s no time. I can’t wait on this. Really. Please.”
Crack!
“Randy, what is that? God, it sounds like a gun.” 
“It is — sorry, it’s fine. My son’s skeet shooting—” he took the phone off his ear. “Drew! Knock it off for a second, alright? I’m on the phone!”
“Randy, you know I wouldn’t ask you this unless it was serious. Trust me.” Julie paused on the other end of the line. 
Randy sighed. “I know. I do trust you. It’s a pretty big deal, that’s all. But I get it. Yeah, I think I can do it. Give me until tomorrow afternoon—”
“I have less than a day, from what I can tell. I need to get going on this before it’s a media craze, and I’m waiting on more information from you now.” 
“Okay, okay. I can do it. I need to head into town, find a coffee shop.” He thought for a moment. “It’s not going to be secure, but what are you looking for? I’ll email it over.”
“Randy, thank you. I owe you one. Her name is Diana Torres. We need to track down anyone this person was working for, or with. I’ll send you an email with her name, email address, and the company she was with. She’s the only person we know who was studying the virus, and she might know what it is. Anything she found out will be on her computer, at that company.” 
Randy thought about the next question he was about to ask. Did he really want to know the answer? “Why can’t you just ask her yourself?” 
Julie anticipated the question and responded immediately. “We tried. She died a few hours ago, and we think her company was behind it. They sent someone to find us, too. Randy — I need this information, and I need it now.” 
Randy confirmed, but Julie had hung up already. Seconds after he disconnected and left the call, the phone dinged with a new email from her. 
He turned off the phone’s screen and placed it in his pocket, standing up from the picnic table again. “Sorry, babe, I, uh…” she glared at him. “I think I’m going to need to break the rules for a few hours.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
THE HOTEL WAS, THANKFULLY, BETTER appointed than The Family Diner. Situated in the suburbs of Twin Falls, Idaho, it had been purchased from an out-of-business chain and updated to reflect a lodge-like style. The street sign, front entrance, and two connected buildings that made up the hotel had a consistent wood paneled exterior. 
The eighteen-wheeler and its three passengers pulled into the parking lot half an hour after the incident at the diner. 
Ben shook the driver’s hand before he slid down the steps of the truck. He offered the man a tip, reaching for his wallet. Their driver refused, instead asking the pair if they needed money or any more help. 
“You’ve been more than kind,” Julie answered. The man was a career truck driver, working for two main shipping companies and picking up other driving jobs in between. He had a family in Rhode Island, two kids and a wife, and was working his last year before he retired early. Ben appreciated him for another reason: he talked a lot and got along with Julie well. Their conversation had so little empty space that Ben spent most of the ride staring out the passenger window. 
“Listen, here’s my card,” the trucker said, handing Julie a beat-up business card that he’d pulled from somewhere under the dashboard. “If there’s anything else you need, you let me know.” 
“We will, thanks, Joe,” Julie responded. She smiled and shook the man’s hand, thanking him again as she hopped out of the truck. She stood next to Ben as the truck pulled away. 
“Ready?” 
He nodded and stepped up to the grand entrance of the lodge hotel. 
“I still can’t believe what happened. You sure you’re okay?” 
Ben nodded again. “Just tired. You?”
“Yeah, me too,” she replied. 
They reached the front atrium, where a young woman welcomed them from behind a chandelier-lit log desk. Everything looked warm and comforting, no doubt built and designed with those exact goals in mind. 
“Do you two have a reservation?” the woman asked. 
“We do,” Ben replied. “I called earlier today to set it up. Sorry, we’re a little late.” 
“No problem,” the woman smiled as she grabbed the ID from Ben’s outstretched hand. “Did you run into some weather? There were some thunderstorms in the area earlier.” 
Ben frowned, considering what to say. “No, uh, we just… got a little held up.” 
Julie smiled, trying to sell it as well. The woman looked them both over and grinned. “I understand. Not a problem.” She winked at Ben. 
Ben wasn’t sure what the woman thought she understood, but he didn’t press it. They hadn’t called the police, though when the lady from the diner had finally come out to the parking lot, she’d offered to call for them. She may have still called after they’d left, possibly to report the truck they’d left in the diner’s parking lot. 
The plan was to rent a vehicle the next day and have it delivered to the hotel. After they felt certain they were no longer being followed, they’d return to the diner and pick up Julie’s truck.
The woman at the counter finished typing something into her booking system and looked up again, still smiling. “I actually have you down for two full-size beds in room 201. I apologize, I can—”
“No,” Ben said, interrupting her. He didn’t mean to sound so forward, but it was too late. “Sorry. I know, I booked it that way on purpose. We’re…” 
He didn’t know how to explain their relationship. He most definitely wanted them in the same room, in case something happened. They were adults after all, but there was no reason to share a bed. 
“Oh.” The woman seemed disappointed. “That’s fine — we’re good to go, then. Do you have a credit card you’d like to leave on file? I’ll need one for a deposit.” 
“Would you take cash?” Julie asked. It was a long shot, but they weren’t about to use a credit card that was linked to either of their names. 
“I’m sorry, Ms. Richardson,” the young woman said. “We need one in case of damages. We would accept a debit card, however.” 
Julie handed her a credit card. “This is my company one; it should be fine.” Ben saw that the name on the card was, in fact, the name of her office at the CDC. It wasn’t much, but it might provide a tiny layer of protection for them.
“Very good.” The woman typed some more and handed the card back to Julie. “Thank you. Here are your keys, and will you need anything else this evening?” 
Ben shook his head and took the packet of room keys. 
“Do you have any wine? Red, maybe? Something, uh, sort of… romantic?” Julie asked.
Ben felt his face immediately flush a bright red. His eyes widened as he saw Julie’s smile, quickly matched by the woman behind the desk. “Well, I guess we could bring something up. We actually don’t have room service, but as you probably know, we have a fantastic menu at our restaurant.” 
The woman pointed to a hallway just off the main atrium, beneath a sign that said Le Petit Paris — French-American Cuisine.
“You two get situated, and I’ll bring you a bottle in a few minutes.” She turned back to the computer as the pair walked away, a smug look on her face. 
As they neared the elevator, out of earshot from the front desk, Ben pulled a still-grinning Julie to the side. “You want to tell me what the hell that was?”
“You should have seen your face!” When she realized Ben wasn’t laughing, she put on a fake-pouty look. “What? It’s not like we’re ever going to see her again. Besides, she seemed so disappointed when she thought we weren’t together.” 
“We’re not together!” Ben stormed into the open doors of the elevator, Julie trotting behind. 
They rose in silence, then exited the elevator to find their room directly to the left. Ben inserted the key, then swung the door open. “I’m going to run down to the desk and pick up some toiletries. Do you need anything?” 
“I have everything I need,” Julie said, wheeling the suitcase she’d packed at her farmhouse into the room. “You can use my toothpaste and stuff, if you want.” 
He glared at her and let the door swing shut. 
When he returned to the room a few minutes later, he found Julie sprawled on one of the beds, gripping a glass of red wine and wearing a pair of pajama bottoms and a worn t-shirt. She looked up as he entered, still wearing the cheesy grin. “It’s good,” she said, swirling the glass a bit. “You should try some.” 
Ben shook his head, but found that he was smiling — just a little. He threw the small bag of toiletries he’d just purchased on the bathroom counter and sat down on the empty bed. Julie had apparently done some quick cleaning up. Her hair looked like it had been combed, falling gently around her shoulders and toppling over the pillow behind her. Ben watched her drink the wine for a few seconds until she turned to look at him. 
Again, he felt his face flush. Come on, Harvey, get it together. 
Julie laughed. “What? Been awhile since you’ve had a girl in your room?” 
It had been. 
“Shut up,” he said, reaching for a wine glass and the bottle of Merlot that rested on the nightstand between the beds. He poured himself a glass and took a sip. When was the last time I had a glass of wine? Most of his coworkers drank beer, if they drank at all. Ben preferred a glass of bourbon or whiskey, single malt on the rocks. 
They looked at each other for a moment, each trying to decide what to say next. Julie lost interest first, turning back to whatever was on the television. 
Ben wanted to ask her about her life. Who was she, really? Where was she from? 
Was there anyone else in her life?
As someone not terribly interested in other peoples’ lives, he was surprised at his train of thought. 
But instead, he asked about their plans. “What’s next? After tonight, I mean?” 
Julie looked confused for a moment, then turned back to him. “Randy will probably get back to me soon, and he’ll tell us where to go next. Whoever was working with your mother probably lives in the area, and we can track them down pretty easily from there.” 
Ben nodded. “Makes sense. You think Randy will get anywhere?” 
“He always does. He’s a genius with computers. He’s pretty new at the CDC, but we get along well. He’s probably not stopped working on it since I called him earlier. The real question is if Diana shared any of her findings with anyone else or not.” 
“No idea. I hadn’t spoken to her in over a decade. She was never the secretive type, so I imagine she’d be open to working with someone else.” 
Julie took in the information, and both lay silent for a few minutes. 
“Okay, well, I need to get some sleep,” she said. “I’ve got my phone on, in case Randy calls. We can figure out anything we can from whoever might be around here, then I’ll get us some plane tickets back to Billings for tomorrow night.” 
Ben shook his head. “I’ll take the rental back. You go ahead.” 
“You won’t fly?” 
“No.” 
“Why?” 
“I just won’t. I don’t like it.” 
“Come on, it’s perfectly safe. It’ll be much quick—” 
“I’m not going to fly, Julie.” 
“Ben, what’s the big deal? You won’t —” 
“Knock it off, alright? I already told you, end of story. Drop it.” The words came out harsh, stressed. He regretted it, but the damage was done. 
“What the hell, Bennett? Why the attitude?”
He didn’t respond. 
“Seriously, Ben, what’s up? Why are you like this?”
“Julie…” 
“No, I’ve had it. You barely speak to anyone, you treated me like dirt, and you’ve been off the grid for ten years. What is it about you that makes you so cold?” 
Ben looked up sharply. He thought he could see Julie’s eyes welling up.
He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t want to say anything. Hell, what am I doing here? he thought. 
He stood up from the bed and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Julie remained, a shocked expression on her face. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
THEY WERE THE ONLY PATRONS in the restaurant. Le Petit Paris was frequented only by guests of the lodge, and this particular week was a very slow one for the hotel. 
Ben and Julie sat at the corner booth, enjoying a platter of waffles, sausage, bacon, eggs, and toast. Apparently the restaurant leaned heavily on the American part of “French-American cuisine.” 
“Sorry about last night.” Ben said the words slowly, meticulously, speaking through a mouth full of breakfast food. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Julie said. “I went too far. I shouldn’t have —”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Ben said, stopping her. “I’m uncomfortable around people, if you haven’t already guessed. I don’t do well with confrontation and, well, feelings in general.” 
Julie laughed. “You wish you were a robot?” 
Ben thought for a moment and grinned. “Yeah, kinda. That would be okay.” 
“Really? No tasting food, no feeling joy, no, uh, more pleasurable emotions?” 
“No feeling pain, either.” 
“Pain’s not a bad thing, Ben. It makes the good stuff that much better.” 
He scoffed and grabbed another waffle. “Ever eat these with peanut butter?”
“Gross. Are you serious?” 
“Oh yeah. You have no idea. It’s the only way to eat them. My dad —”
He caught himself, choosing to take an extra-large bite instead.
“Your dad what?” Julie pressed.
“Nothing. He, just, liked it. I must have gotten it from him.” 
Julie swallowed. “Can I ask you something?” 
Ben looked at her. “Maybe.”
“What would you be doing if this bomb hadn’t gone off? If there was no virus, and it was just you, at Yellowstone?” 
“You mean besides hauling nuisance bears around the park?” 
“Yeah, I mean after work. What does Harvey Bennett do in his spare time?” 
Ben considered the question. “Well, I’ve been working on buying a place of my own, actually.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah. Some land way up in Alaska. I want to build a cabin on it someday. I’m in the last stages of the deal, but I’ve been waiting for the bank to finalize things.” 
“Wow — Alaska?” 
“I’ve actually never even been there.” He laughed. “I saw the land online, saw what they were asking for it, and called them that afternoon. It was dirt cheap because of its location. Used to be owned by a trapper who passed away a few years ago. The land went up for auction and a local bank bought it, hoping to turn a profit.” 
“You strike me as the kind of person who needs to be around a lot of people and live in a city, probably in a high-rise.” 
“Yeah?” Ben smiled. “Seems like me.” 
Julie paused to take a few bites, and Ben sipped his coffee. He knew what was coming next. Julie deserved the truth. 
“Your mom. Diana Torres. You didn’t tell me she was your mom, and you called her ‘Diana Torres.’ Why?” 
He shrugged. “We got in a fight a long time ago. She never really forgave me. I guess we both never forgave each other.” 
“What happened?” 
Julie wasn’t one to waste time. Ben liked that about her, but it terrified him all the same. 
“It was the same time I ran away from it all. Thirteen years ago, right before I started at the park. I was camping with my dad and my kid brother. He was nine at the time, and he wandered out of camp and got stuck between a bear and her cub. My dad went to get him, and the bear attacked him.” 
Julie covered her mouth with a hand. 
“He got hit, hard, and went unconscious. My brother was pretty scraped up, but okay. My dad was airlifted out and spent a few months in a coma, then died.”
“God, Ben, I’m sorry.” 
He waved it off. “My mom — as tough as she was — she never really forgave me. It was really Dad, though, I think she was mad at, for letting it happen. But she couldn’t express that, you know? And she tried to forget about it, I think. She changed her name back to her maiden name, Torres. We sort of walked on eggshells for a while afterwards, until I gave up. I got some odd jobs, finished school, and just… left.” 
“I had no idea,” Julie said. She was tearing up again.
“Why would you? I don’t talk about it for a reason, Julie. It ain’t something I’m proud of, and I don’t particularly like thinking about it.” 
“So why Yellowstone?” 
“Makes sense, for a guy like me. No education, loves being outside, and hates people. Seemed like the logical thing, really. It’s a great organization, too, so I actually enjoy the people there.” 
Enjoyed, he thought. He looked up and saw that Julie was shaking her head. 
“What is it?” he asked. 
“It’s — it’s just that I still don’t get you. I am sorry, I truly am, but you don’t really hate people. You just said it, you know? You like those guys you work with, and you know it. You care for them, but you won’t let them in. Right?” 
Ben felt again, for the third time in many years, his face redden. “Yeah, I get it. Listen, Julie, here’s what people like you — people who have that weird hope in humanity — don’t get. You know what causes pain? True, real pain? People do. You get rid of people, you get rid of pain.” 
“That’s stupid.” 
“Stop thinking that the world works some other way, Julie. Stop trying to make it work the way you want it to.” 
The waitress came around and refilled their coffee, while Julie and Ben sat silently at the small table. Julie held back tears as she gazed out the window. Ben simply faced straight ahead, not making eye contact with the waitress. 
When he finally looked up, he found the woman staring down at him knowingly, eyeing him strangely. “Let me know if you two need anything,” she whispered. Ben nodded. 
“Come on, Julie, what’s wrong?” 
Julie turned her head. “You need to grow up, Ben.” 
He frowned. 
“People care about you. People love you, and you push them away because you got hurt once. I get it, but you’ve got to let it go.” 
He stood up to leave, but she reached out and grabbed his arm. “Stop. Don’t walk away again, Ben. You need to hear this, talk through it.” 
He wanted badly to continue, to walk out of the room. Then keep walking. 
But he didn’t. He wasn’t sure why, but he agreed with her. He needed her to call him out. Or was it more than that? 
Before he could consider an answer, Julie’s phone rang. She held it up and read off the name: Randall Brown. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
“DAD! BREAKFAST IS READY!” 
RANDALL Brown heard his son yell from the dining room. His wife had clearly told their son to get him for breakfast, and this was his interpretation. Seconds later he heard his wife, Amanda, yell back to Drew. 
“Come on, Drew, get him. I could have done that myself.” 
Randy smiled, knowing the exchange between his family members all too well. He knew what was next: “Then why didn’t you?” Drew asked. 
He shook his head, knowing that Amanda would now really be upset at the disrespectful comment. She would probably revoke his rifle-shooting privileges, or worse. 
When do they grow out of it? he wondered. Drew was a good kid, but Randy was regularly surprised by the fleeting attitudes and phases of teenage boys. Drew kept them on their toes, and Randy was positive that Drew was the cause of the majority of the gray hairs on his head. 
“I’ll be right there!” he called back. Surprisingly, he didn’t hear his wife reprimand their son. She must have decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. Still smiling, he turned back to his cellphone and dialed Julie’s number. 
It rang three times before she picked up. “Hello?” 
“Hey, Julie, it’s me — Randy.” 
“Hey, Randy, good to hear from you. We’re just finishing up breakfast. Anything good?”
“Might be helpful, but I don’t know if it’s good.” 
“We’ll take anything you’ve got, Randy.” 
“By the way, who’s we? You working with Stephens on this one?”
“Uh, no, a guy I met at Yellowstone actually. Stephens is back home. What did you find?” 
Randy considered this for a moment. Some guy? Julie wasn’t careless, and she certainly wasn’t promiscuous, but he didn’t question her. “Oh, uh, I found her — Diana’s — assistant. Charlie Furmann, lives in Mud Lake, Idaho with his parents and has an apartment in Twin Falls.” 
Julie paused a moment, and he assumed she was taking notes. “Mud Lake? Is that a real place?” 
“It is. Town of about four hundred people from what I gather. Shouldn’t have much trouble finding him there.”
“Ok, great. Anything else on him?” 
“Not much. He was a PhD candidate in something called ‘molecular modeling’ and worked with Diana as a sort of work-study.”
Again, a pause.
“Listen, Julie. I really need to go.” He thought about his son in the dining room, waiting with Amanda to start breakfast. Amanda. She was already upset that he was gone for a few hours yesterday, and she wouldn’t be happy with him for this, either. At the very least he could tell her what had happened at Yellowstone and hope that it explained why he had been absent. 
“Right, yeah, sorry. Randy, thanks for this. Seriously.” 
“No problem.” He began to hang up, but heard Julie’s voice again from the small speaker. 
“Oh, hey. Have you heard anything from Stephens?” 
Randy frowned, but placed the phone back up to his ear. “Stephens? No, why?” 
It wasn’t abnormal for Randy to not be in contact with Benjamin Stephens. Randy was the office IT specialist, not a regular team member. Most of the time he was in charge of setting up and maintaining the company’s intranet server, SecuNet, and setting up email addresses and providing other IT support. In some cases, he had played a more active role by providing on-the-fly information updates and logistics, but his was mainly a hands-off job. 
“I just haven’t heard anything from him either, and he’s usually inundating me with emails and keeping me in the loop with things. I figured that with a case like this, my inbox would have four hundred emails in it from him.” 
“Weird. No, I haven’t heard anything.” 
“Okay. Is the server up? Any major downtime?” 
Randy was almost insulted. “Of course not. Why would there be? You know I’ve got 24/7 alerts that would get to me even if I was in an Afghani cave.”
“Woah, chill. I figured, just couldn’t hurt to ask,” Julie said. “Sorry — I know you’re on top of it. It’s just weird that Stephens hasn’t tried to email me.” 
“Yeah, it is. Give me a minute. I’ll remote in and see if there’s anything wonky going on. I’ll text you in five.” 
“Thanks, Randy. I owe you one.” 
“Buy me a beer sometime, and we’re even.” He clicked off the phone and walked out to the dining room. “Amanda, Drew. Yesterday a bomb went off at Yellowstone. Something was released into the air there at the same time, and no one knows what it is, but it’s killing people.”
His wife’s eyes grew wide, and Drew’s mouth hung open. 
“We’re fine here, but that’s what I’ve been working on. The CDC’s got people in the field, but I need to keep checking in every now and then. That okay with you?” 
His wife nodded, still taking in the horrible news. 
“Okay. Give me five minutes to check something, then I’ll be back out.” 
He left the room and used the remote desktop application on his phone to access his terminal at the office.
Everything checked out — servers were up and running, intranet cabling didn’t appear to have any glitches, and the inbound internet connection was functioning properly. He scanned through the list of configuration files, finding no problems. 
Lastly, he clicked on the email server link and browsed the inbound and outbound connections. Through this portal, he could see every email sent and received by every member of his access group — twenty-five people in total. It was a security protocol, one that had required him to maintain a level of security clearance to remain employed. He browsed the list, reading the names of the senders and receivers of each email. 
He saw names of other employees sending and receiving emails from other members of the staff regarding the current state of affairs at Yellowstone. He saw emails from Stephens sent to Julie’s email address, and he saw emails to David Livingston. 
Nothing out of the ordinary. 
Except…
He didn’t see any received emails with Julie’s name or email address. Though Stephens had sent them, they seemingly had never reached her inbox. 
Randy was immediately concerned. This was his area, his responsibility. If there was something wrong with the mail server…
Then he saw something even more puzzling. 
For every sent email from Stephens to Julie, there was a duplicate received email with Livingston’s address on it. 
Definitely puzzling. 
He opened the configuration file for the mail server, just to see if there was anything strange going on with the routing. Everything checked out. He found nothing wrong in the name server settings, either. 
There was one more place to check. Randy opened the forwarding section of the SecuNet admin portal and read down the list. Most entries were auto-responders set up for staff who were on vacation, working remotely, or otherwise wanting to receive their email through another provider’s account. But one was a specific forwarding address that he recognized. 
Benjamin Stephens.
Randy saw the man’s name as an address that was being forwarded, and he clicked through to see exactly to whom his emails were being forwarded. 
He was shocked when he found the answer. David Livingston.
The forward was also set up by Livingston. For whatever reason, Livingston had set up an email forwarder on the SecuNet server for all of Stephens’ mail. Anything the man sent out was received by his boss. 
It was done poorly, as well. Randy couldn’t find any sort of encryption on the forwarding record, nor was the address masked in any way to a vanity email address. It was as if the man didn’t care who was watching, or more likely, didn’t care why anyone was watching. 
It was certainly like Livingston to be so distrustful of his staff that he’d set up an email forward on an account, but why Stephens? And why not just ask Randy to monitor it for him? 
Randy knew why: because Livingston wanted the power trip. He wanted to feel in charge, and letting Randy into his little game was like letting someone else drive the train. Randy was immediately disgusted, but he was now faced with a bigger dilemma: should he remove the forward?
If he did, Livingston would know soon enough that the forward was no longer working. But if he didn’t, Livingston could just log in to SecuNet and see that ‘rbrown’ had recently logged in and seen the forwarding page. 
It was a tough decision, but he had a little time to think through his options. There was, however, one decision he’d already made. 
He closed the remote desktop application on his phone and dialed Julie’s number. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
“SEEMS LIKE ALL WE’RE DOING is driving,” Julie said from the passenger seat of her truck. The road they were on had narrowed to a two-lane highway surrounded by farmland. 
“You mean all I’m doing is driving,” Ben answered. They’d left the hotel that morning, heading toward Mud Lake, Idaho, after Julie received the tip from her computer guy, Randy Brown. 
“I told you earlier I don’t mind — just let me know when you want to switch.” 
Ben laughed. “It’s fine, really. I like driving, and I like the scenery.” 
“You mean cornfields as far as the eye can see?” Julie snickered. “I could go for anything else.” 
“They’re soy beans, first of all, but yeah. I like it. It’s open, and there aren’t buildings everywhere. And I told you earlier you can fly wherever you need to go. I just prefer driving.” 
They came to a cross street and turned right onto a farm-to-market road that apparently led farther into the great expanse of fields and farms. According to Ben’s map, they were about ten minutes from Mud Lake. Julie had chided him for almost an hour about the map — a Rand McNalley road atlas he’d purchased at the hotel’s gift shop — but he was the one laughing now. 
Never one to trust technology, Ben bought the map “just in case,” having a hunch that neither of their cellphones would pull a decent enough data connection to get them to Mud Lake, and then to Charlie Furmann’s parents’ place outside of town. As of about thirty minutes ago, he was proven correct. 
“I don’t mind driving, especially when I’m not, uh, actually driving.” She turned and grinned at him, then continued. “The CDC isn’t huge on flying, since it happens to be one of the best ways to spread airborne diseases, but they’ll opt for that when we need to set something up in a hurry. By the way, what’s up with your fear of flying?” 
“It’s not a fear of flying,” Ben shot back. “I just don’t… like it.” 
“Oh, right, and people who ‘just don’t like’ heights say they’re not ‘afraid’ either.” 
“It’s different. I swear. I just don’t like feeling so… helpless.” 
Julie thought a moment, looking out the window. “I get that. Makes sense — all those tons of metal, breaking the laws of physics —”
“Hey, I don’t need to be reminded of it.” 
“So you are afraid of flying! I can’t even mention flying without you getting all bent out of shape.” 
“You’re relentless, you know that?” Ben said. 
“I do. How much longer?” 
“About ten minutes, I think. Check the map.” Julie grabbed the open atlas spread out on the center console and frowned at it for a few seconds.
“What? Haven’t had to go tech-free in a while?” 
“Shut up. I can use it. I just need to get my bearings.” 
“I literally outlined the route we’re on. Just look at the red line — we’re toward the end of it.” 
Julie contemplated the map for a few more seconds, then threw it back down and looked back out the window. 
“Well?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, about ten minutes.” 
Ben laughed.
Ten minutes later, they saw a lone silo stretching out over a field of deep green, leafy plants. As the silo grew larger, they could see a few smaller buildings spread out over the expanse of soy fields, including a yellow farmhouse. But it was the vehicles in front of the farmhouse that made Ben’s skin crawl.
“Are those police cars?” Julie asked. 
“Yeah. Four of them.” 
“Oh, man, this just keeps getting better.” 
Ben navigated down the road a little farther until he saw a dirt road leading to the farmstead. He started to slow the vehicle, preparing to turn, but Julie stopped him.
“Don’t. They’re not going to let us just walk around there, and if something did happen, we’re not helping ourselves by showing up on the doorstep.” 
Ben knew she was right. 
“Besides, the police aren’t going to give us anything until they’ve figured it out. Especially if there was a crime. Let’s head back into town and see if anyone knows what’s going on.” 
Ben sped up again and grabbed the atlas. “This road intersects with another farm road that runs parallel to the main highway. Should take us back toward Mud Lake.” 
They found their road in another minute, and ten minutes after that, they were on the outskirts of town. 
Town, however, was too strong a word. 
“Good night! This place barely counts as a city,” Julie said. “What’s the population here? Four?”
Mud Lake, Idaho, seemed like not much more than a rest stop on the way to something bigger. A few stoplights, a general store with a few gas pumps, and a large industrial facility of some sort was all the small town’s main street offered. 
Ben pulled the F450 into the small lot in front of the general store and parked. 
“Is it open?” Julie asked. 
“No idea. Let’s see.” They got out and walked to the front door. Ben grabbed the handle and was surprised to see it give easily, letting out a series of dings from a group of bells that hung on a string attached to the door. 
“One minute!” a voice called out from somewhere in the back of the store. They waited at the counter for a few more seconds until a short, rotund man with reddened cheeks and wispy white hair appeared from around a corner. He shuffled along, appearing almost weightless as his upper body hardly moved. He wore an impressive smile, aided by his large, jolly eyes, and his overall impression told the couple they’d found the right place to ask for help. 
“How may I help you?” the man asked. His voice matched his appearance in every way. Crisp, light, and nuanced in a way that only an older man with years of communication experience could portray. 
Julie smiled back, and Ben also immediately felt at ease. “We’re looking for some information. About someone that lives here.” 
The man nodded slowly, eyeing each of them for a brief moment. “It’s a small town, as you’ve no doubt gathered,” he said. “We do tend to know one another quite well.” 
Ben sensed a bit of hesitation in the man. Maybe this was a bad idea…
“His name’s Charlie Furmann,” Julie said. “I think he lives here with his parents, just outside of town—”
The man held up a hand, halting Julie. Ben watched as the man’s expression and stature changed almost instantaneously, going from a peaceful, inviting shop owner to a ruffled, bothered old man. “Get out. Now.” He pointed to the door. “Please leave.” 
“Sir — we’re just—”
“No. Out.”
Ben clenched his teeth and tried to interpret what had just happened. The man clearly knew Charlie, or knew of him. Maybe he knows his parents?
“Sir, we’re sorry to intrude. Really. But we’re with the CDC… the Centers for Disease Control.” The man’s face softened slightly, but he still looked about three seconds away from grabbing a broom handle and shooing them out of the store. Ben continued. “There’s been an outbreak of something, and we’re trying to figure out what it is. We think Charlie might know something about it—”
“It doesn’t matter what he knew,” the shopkeeper said.
“Wait,” Julie said. “What do you mean? Is Charlie…”
The man nodded. 
“My God,” she said. “We’re so sorry. We drove by his parents’ farm and saw the police cars… where… how?” 
The man sighed, realizing that he wasn’t going to get rid of these patrons as easily as he once thought. “He was found in his apartment, in Twin Falls. Had that rash on him — the one that’s been going around east of here.” 
Julie nodded, taking it all in.
“His parents are devastated, obviously. Terrible thing. And that bomb… You guys know anything about that rash?” 
Ben shook his head. “Not yet. Killed a lot of people already who were around the blast, so we think it’s related.” 
“I sure hope not, son. Seems like this country’s already gone to hell in a handbasket. Kid hadn’t been home in something like five years, too. All focused on his work in the city. Mr. and Mrs. Furmann are beside themselves.” 
Ben thanked the man and turned to leave, Julie following behind. They walked in silence to the parking lot and the truck, and Ben slid into the driver’s seat. 
Julie waited until the truck was on the main road through town before she spoke. “Twin Falls is outside the blast radius by hundreds of miles, Ben. And the virus is not technically an outbreak yet — it’s not contained, but it hasn’t been spreading outside of Wyoming.” 
“I know,” Ben said. “My mom wasn’t anywhere near it either. Whoever got to her also must have paid Charlie a visit…” 
They both let that information sink in. What it meant, what it might mean, was even more terrifying.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
AFTER THEIR ENCOUNTER WITH THE shopkeeper in Mud Lake, Julie decided it would be best to check in with her office and see if they had anything new. As they drove in silence, she checked her phone again to see if she had service. 
“Anything?” Ben asked. 
“Not yet,” she answered, “but I remember there being a few bars outside of Twin Falls. Once we get back to the major highway, I’m sure it’ll work.” 
“We’re only a few miles out. Keep checking.” 
In a few minutes Julie saw her cellphone light up with a single bar of service, and a minute later, a quick vibration told her she had a waiting voicemail from Randall Brown. She played it over the phone’s speaker so Ben could listen in.
“Hey Julie, it’s Randy again. I checked SecuNet for anything strange. Everything’s working properly, but I did find something odd. Livingston put a mail forward on Stephens’ email account — anything he’s sent in the past forty-eight hours went straight to him. That’s probably why you haven’t heard anything.”
Julie looked up at Ben, shocked.
“Anyway, I didn’t delete the forward. Livingston would know that I was in there right away if he stopped getting Stephens’ updates. Still, if he decides to log in to SecuNet again, he’ll see my timestamp there. I’m kinda between a rock and a hard place on this one, Julie, so let me know what you want me to do.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Julie said. 
“Do you think Livingston’s paranoid about something?” Ben asked. 
“Think? I know he is. Livingston is the epitome of paranoia, but still — interfering with a government investigation like this? This is crossing the line.” 
“He is your boss, though, right?” 
“Yeah, he obviously has the power and oversight to be able to ‘listen in’ on field communication, but he can’t totally prevent the flow of information like this.” Julie shook her head, staring down at the phone. 
“Well, what do you think he’s up to?” Ben asked. 
“Nothing. I mean, I don’t think it’s like that,” Julie answered. “I think he’s just trying to reign me in. Seems like he’s always had a problem with me. I’m, uh, not really one to check in every ten minutes, you know?” 
Ben smiled. “Yeah, I picked up on that. So, you think he’s just playing it safe? Trying to make sure he’s got all the cards?” 
“I guess, but it still makes it a little pointless to be driving around out here, trying to figure stuff out, if he’s just going to block us at every step of the way.” 
“No doubt, but it sounds like he’s not thinking in terms of what’s best for the investigation,” Ben said. 
Julie nodded, looking out the window. A sign for Twin Falls alerted her to their distance from the metropolitan city. 135 miles. 
“How far are we from Idaho Falls?” 
“I’d guess about an hour, maybe less. We’re coming up to Highway 26, which goes back that direction. Why?” 
“There’s a regional airport there. I can hitch a ride on one of the smaller jets if there are any going out today.” Julie started. She caught Ben’s eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ll fly back to Billings and get things straightened out at the office, and you can drive the truck back.” 
Ben kept one eye on her as he continued driving down the highway. 
“What?” she said, smiling. “You like driving, right?”
“Only if you ask me nicely.” 
She rolled her eyes. “Would you please drive the truck back for me?”
He sighed. “Sure. What’s another five hours of driving, anyway?” 
“Actually, six. You’ll want to go around Yellowstone.” 
Just then, her phone rang. Stephens. She answered it, again placing the phone on speaker. 
“Stephens?” 
“Yeah, hey Julie, how is everything going?” The muffled voice asked. 
“Good, I guess. Have you been getting my emails?” 
“I have. Are you getting mine?” he asked. 
She hesitated. “Uh, no, I actually haven’t had time to check.” It was a poor lie, but it would buy her time. Stephens paused on the other end. 
“Okay, right. Hey, how did that last contact work out? Any information?”
Julie had emailed her itinerary to Stephens before they visited Mud Lake, and in it she’d included the information Randy Brown sent along.
“It was… not fruitful.” She changed the subject. “We’re still working on where to go next, but I think I’m heading back to the office later today.” 
He paused. “Okay, sounds good. Uh, listen, we’ve got some news. I wanted to call about it, just to be sure you got the information. Livingston and some higher-ups at the CDC and the Department of Homeland Security called in a team of excavators to check out the area beneath Yellowstone Lake and the West Thumb areas, at the park.” 
“Where the bomb went off?” 
“Right. They know there are a few caves that run around that area, though none of them are very long or deep. But they checked them all out just in case.” 
Ben listened to the conversation as he drove, scratching at an itch on his arm.
“What did they find?” 
“They found a tunnel cut into a wall of one of the caves.” 
“A tunnel?” 
Ben scratched his arm again.
“Yeah, manmade. Cut recently, too,” Stephens said.
“Wow. Are they thinking that’s how the bomb got there? Where it was planted?” Julie asked.
“No, it would have destroyed the tunnel, or at least collapsed most of it. They haven’t followed it all the way down, yet, but it seems to be perfectly intact.” 
Ben was beginning to get annoyed at the itch in his arm. What is that? He finally looked down at his forearm. A red rash was beginning to spread up and over his hands. His eyes widened. “Julie,” he whispered. 
Julie didn’t hear him. 
“What do they think is going on, then? Do they know?” 
“They don’t,” Stephens answered. “But they have an idea. They’re thinking the first bomb was a warning, to get our attention.” 
Julie shook her head quickly. “Wait, what? What do you mean by first bomb?” 
“Julie.” Ben said her name louder, hoping she’d look over at him. Instead, she held up her pointer finger. Wait.
“They think there’s a second bomb, Julie. A bigger one. It may or may not have a viral payload like the first one, but regardless, if it detonates…”
“Julie!” Finally Ben yelled. His voice easily filled the truck’s cab, and she jumped. She looked over at him as Stephens continued. 
“…Wait — Julie, was that Ben? That guy from Yellowstone?” 
Her eyes widened as she saw what Ben had grown so frantic about. The rash covered his hands and forearms, but he wasn’t looking at his own arms. Instead, he was pointing at hers. 
She dropped the phone on her lap and stuck her arms out in front of her. 
A blossoming rash was slowly making its way up her own forearms, already covering her hands. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
THE F450 WAS PERFORMING ADMIRABLY. Ben gunned it, pointing the large gray truck down the small highway that twisted through Billings, Montana. He was certainly pushing it to the limit, but it was handling well. He passed yet another car full of gawkers, amazed at both his speed and seeming carelessness for other travelers on the road. 
But he didn’t care what they thought of him. The rash had spread to just below his shoulders, though it was still only on his hands and arms. It was moving much more slowly than he’d seen back at Yellowstone, but it was definitely moving. He could only hope that Julie’s own rash was moving even slower. 
He sped ahead of another eighteen-wheeler, this one carrying a load of brand new vehicles to some dealership. The driver flipped him off, but Ben didn’t care. He had to get to the hospital. To Julie. 
They’d reached the regional airport in Idaho Falls, but by that time she’d nearly convinced Ben to continue driving, to deliver them to Billings together. She was terrified of flying with the rash, convinced that it would spread and only worsen the viral outbreak. Ben knew she was right — it had so far proven to be an extremely contagious disease, but he’d argued that there was simply no other way to get her to Montana as quickly. She fought back, reminding him that this was still a commercial airport — even if there was a flight out to Billings today, it may not even leave in the next few hours. What was the point of flying if she couldn’t beat him back to the office?
Thankfully the argument was settled when her phone rang. It was her boss, David Livingston, and he was surprised to hear their news. “I’ll have a plane waiting for you,” he’d said. It turned out to be a private jet, owned by a business tycoon who golfed with Livingston often. It was ready to leave whenever they arrived — they could even drive directly onto the tarmac to save time. Julie was overjoyed, thanking Livingston profusely and promising she’d pay him back someday. Ben still refused to fly, even considering the luxurious comfort of a private plane with full amenities, so he dropped her off at the airport, filled up the truck’s gas tank, and got on the highway toward Montana. 
His phone had buzzed an hour ago with an unknown caller. When he’d answered it and heard Benjamin Stephens’ voice on the other end, he knew it could only mean bad news. 
“Julie’s here,” Stephens reported. 
“Good to hear,” Ben said. “Is she at the office now?” 
“Well, that’s what I’m calling about, actually. She’s not at the office. We’ve got her quarantined at a local hospital that’s converted a wing for the virus outbreak. She’s sedated now, and being fully monitored.” 
“What?” Ben couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Is she okay?” 
“She is, for now,” Stephens said. “The rash spread up to her neck and is beginning to cover her torso. It’s still in its early stages, from what the doctors can tell, but it’s not stopping.” 
Ben swallowed hard. Shit.
“Okay, I’m coming there. Where is the —” 
“You can’t, Ben. The hospital wing is completely off-limits, and—”
“Where is the hospital?” he yelled into the phone. 
Stephens paused, and Ben could hear him sigh on the other end. “Listen, I’m only doing this because she told me to call you.” He gave Ben the address of the hospital, then added one more thought. “If the staff catches you in there, Ben, hell’s going to break loose. This is a completely unknown force we’re dealing with, and you’d better believe there are going to be suits from every branch there, trying to figure out what the deal is. It isn’t just the CDC anymore.” 
Ben understood his meaning. If you aren’t careful, you might get thrown in jail. Or worse.
“I hear you. Stephens — thanks.” 
“No problem. Good luck, Ben. Keep me posted.” 
Ben hung up the phone and focused on gaining more speed. 
An hour later, he pulled up to the parking lot in front of the hospital. It was small, and obviously old. The building was beautiful, no doubt built sometime in the early 1900’s, and it matched the stereotype of an old hospital. Green manicured lawns stretched for an acre in front of the building, surrounded by a tall iron fence with brick towers at the corners. Picnic tables were sprinkled here and there, each shaded by massive, centuries-old oak trees. The hospital itself featured a grand entrance and lobby, adjoined on each side by two five-story hospital wings. 
He parked in a visitor parking spot and looked at the clock. It was getting late, but he knew there would still be a night staff. The problem was, he didn’t know what time the switch would happen; when most of the day staff would go home for the night. He took a few deep breaths to relax himself and surveyed the surrounding area. 
He saw a few unmarked vehicles parked together in a clump behind his truck. Each had deeply tinted windows and seemed to be brand new. He assumed they were government, but he had no idea what department. He couldn’t tell if they were unoccupied. 
He watched the pedestrian traffic in front of the old hospital. An elderly couple walked through the grounds, the woman holding onto and supporting her husband as he shakily moved down the sidewalk. Another couple, younger, sat beneath one of the oak trees, laughing. 
A few people wearing scrubs walked into the building using a side entrance. He watched them swipe a card and enter, the door slamming shut behind them. That’s it. If he could gain access to one of their cards, he could get in without drawing too much attention to himself. 
It would never work. What was he supposed to do, beat up some poor old doctor and steal their ID card? He almost laughed out loud. This is ridiculous. I’m trying to break in to a hospital.
He knew he couldn’t pull that off — he was a park ranger. 
Instead, he opened the car door and walked purposefully toward the entrance. If the government suits were, in fact, watching him from their recon vehicles, he needed to look like a visitor. He walked up to the front entrance and opened one of the doors. 
“Good evening, sir,” a young man at the front desk called out. “How may I help you?” 
He panicked. What do I do? His thoughts became mush. “Uh, hi, yes. I’m here to see someone I, uh, know.” 
The man’s smile faded a little. “Okay, sure. Visiting hours are actually over, but —”
“That’s okay, thanks anyway.” Ben was starting to sweat. He turned quickly and walked back toward the front door. You fool.
As he neared the exit, he stole a quick glance over his shoulder. The receptionist was on the phone, hunched over his workstation. A few other nurses and doctors walked across the expansive lobby, but none seemed to notice him. He saw a skinny door against the wall, wallpapered to look like the lobby’s striped two-tone wall, and he reached for the knob.
It twisted fully, and he pushed it open. He closed the door behind him and looked around. A small orange bulb hanging from the ceiling illuminated the room enough to give him what he needed: it was a small janitorial closet, filled with mop buckets, brooms, and cleaning chemicals. He found an upside down five-gallon bucket against the wall. Sitting down on it, he recapped his plan. 
There wasn’t much to recap: enter lobby, find a place to hide. 
Wait. 
Wait for what?
He had no idea. He knew he needed to see Julie, to make sure she was okay, but he was in over his head. He was a large, lumbering park ranger, not a spry little covert operative. 
He waited for a few minutes, trying to gauge the activity outside his little closet. He couldn’t hear much. Footsteps here and there, telling him nothing other than the general location of the person on the other side of the door. 
Another five minutes passed, and he heard footsteps again making their way past his closet. 
No, they’re not moving past. 
They were moving toward him.
Ben waited, praying the footsteps would recede into the distance. 
The footsteps stopped. Someone was directly outside the door now. 
Please go away.

The handle turned, and he reached for something — anything — to use as a weapon. There was nothing but a bucket of mops sitting within arm’s reach. He grabbed one and untwisted the handle from its base. 
A second later, the door slid open. Light pierced the dim room. 
Ben raised the mop handle, wincing. 
A man’s frame was silhouetted in the doorway, but he didn’t step into the room. 
“You must be Harvey Bennett. Ben, I believe?”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
“WHO ARE YOU?” BEN ASKED. “How do you know my name?” 
The man took a step forward, and Ben raised the mop handle higher.
The man raised a hand. “Woah, there, son. I’m not going to hurt you.” He paused, taking another step into the closet. He looked at the mop handle. “Works better than you might think, too.” 
Ben frowned but didn’t release his grip on the weapon. 
The man was now fully in the room, and the light from the lobby was enough to give Ben some idea of who had entered. 
A janitor. 
Dressed in crisp blue overalls and a matching blue cap, the man was older than Ben, but about as tall and built similarly. Wisps of whitish hair fell from around the cap, and Ben could see he was smiling. 
An ironed-on name badge stared back at Ben from the man’s chest pocket. 
Roger.
“You— you’re a janitor?” Ben asked. 
The man nodded. “We prefer ‘sanitation engineer,’ but yeah, janitor works too.” 
“How do you know who I am?” he asked again. 
“I saw you run in here after your harrowing encounter with Junior.”
Junior must be the kid from the front desk.
“That still doesn’t explain how you know who I am.” 
“Right, sorry. There’s more to it than this, but Julie told me.” 
The mention of Julie’s name sent a chill down Ben’s spine. “Is she okay?” 
“She’s fine. In the quarantined ward, but they’ve got her on some sort of sedative that dulls pain and slows her blood flow. It’s not enough to, uh, stop the virus, but it’ll help.” 
Ben was growing more and more confused by the second. Standing in front of him was a man — a janitor — who knew who he was, who Julie was, and apparently what sort of outbreak was going on in the hospital’s quarantine. 
“She told me you’d be coming here and tried to explain a little bit about what you looked like. I was in there about an hour ago, when they brought her in. There’s a hazmat chamber set up just outside the entrance, but only staff and facilities, like me, can go in.” 
Ben shook his head. “Listen, that’s great. I need to get to her. Can you help me?” 
“Slow down, slow down,” the man said. “We’ll get in there. Mind dropping that mop handle, though?” 
Ben didn’t realize he was still poised for an attack. He relaxed a bit and dropped the wooden stick.
“So you were just cleaning in there, and happened to start talking to her?” 
The man’s smile disappeared, and Ben could see him grow serious. “Oh, no. You don’t understand. I’ve been working on this for quite some time. It is certainly a coincidence that fate brought her here, but it’s not fate at all that did the same for me.” 
Ben had no idea what he was talking about. “Working on what?” 
“The virus. Trying to figure out what it is. I’ve been studying it — as much as I can, anyway, for months. This hospital has to be involved, somehow, but I’m not sure exactly how. I was starting to lose hope, but then a few days ago they transformed the first floor of the east wing into the quarantine, and I heard whispers that they were helping with the Yellowstone Virus.” 
Ben thought about that for a moment. The Yellowstone Virus. He hadn’t tuned in to what the media was touting, but he was sure the moniker could be attributed to some marketing-minded news agent. 
“Okay, so you guessed correctly. But there are other hospitals in the area that have similar quarantines set up, too, right? As the virus is spreading, there are only going to be more…” 
The man shook a finger at him. “No, that’s just it. It had to be this one. This hospital is part-owned by a company called Rainbaucher’s, which itself is mostly owned by another company, Dragonstone Corp. There are also two pharmaceutical companies, one in Norway, called Drage Medisinsk, and one here in Canada called Drache Global.” He watched Ben’s reaction, waiting. Not getting anything, he continued. 
“Dragonstone is the organization behind these attacks.” 
“Wait, are you serious? There’s a company behind this?” 
The man nodded. “Remember, a company is made up of people, maybe one person. Someone — whoever is pulling the strings up there — is behind it. I am just following the breadcrumbs.” 
Ben thought for a moment. “How’d you know where to start? How did you even find out this information?” 
“The smaller companies, like this hospital, have to file public financial statements. They’re obviously convoluted and circuitous enough to be nothing short of useless, but it at least gave me a glimpse into what other companies were behind them. I had enough prior knowledge about all of this to know where to start looking.” 
“What do you mean?” Ben asked. “Wait, before you answer that, help me get to Julie. She’ll need to hear this.” 
The man nodded, then held out his hand. “I’m glad I found you, son. You two can help stop this thing.” 
Ben reached out to shake the man’s hand, then pulled it back. The rash.
The janitor, Roger, laughed and grabbed Ben’s hand anyway. “Don’t worry about that. Doesn’t matter anymore. Nice to meet you.”
Ben frowned, but shook his hand. “Good to meet you as well, uh… Roger.” 
The man laughed. “Ha! I forgot I had this on.” He released Ben’s hand and flicked at the small patch on his overalls. “I had to sort of go ‘undercover’ a bit when I started here. You can call me Malcolm.” 
“Malcolm?” 
“Dr. Malcolm Fischer.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
MALCOLM PROVED TO BE AN important asset. There was a crawlspace-like attic above the corridor Julie was being kept, supported by a metal catwalk. Used for electrical conduit, plumbing for the upper floors, and the modernized HVAC system, it was primarily intended to house cables and pipes, not people. When Malcolm showed Ben the small space he wanted them to squeeze into, Ben thought he was joking. 
“You can’t be serious.” 
“If I can do it, you can,” was Malcolm’s reply.
Ben wasn’t claustrophobic, but this was cutting it close. The space measured about a foot tall by three feet wide. Enough for a dog or small animal to pass through easily, but a large male human? It would be tight. 
“I’ll go first, you follow behind. There will be an air vent directly above her room, but we’ll need to reopen it. The CDC crew that was in here sealed up all the airflow points and redirected them so they could keep everything contained.” 
“Right.” Ben was still eyeing the small crawlspace. “Lead the way.” 
Malcolm squeezed himself up and into the space, surprising Ben with the older man’s strength and speed. He followed behind, catching a face full of shoe rubber when he entered the shaft.
“Might want to wait until I get a little bit ahead.” 
“Yeah, I got that,” Ben said. 
They slid slowly through the shaft, crawling over lines of electrical and networking cables, PVC pipes, and other forgotten infrastructure. It was hot inside the tunnel, and they quickly worked up a sweat. “How much longer?” Ben asked. 
“About ten minutes. It’s slow going, but we can pop in and out of her room without anyone knowing. Worth it.” 
Ben agreed, but he still wished it was a little more comfortable in the shaft. 
Finally Malcolm stopped. “I’m over the grate. I’m going to start unscrewing the paneling, but I need you to hold it up. We can’t let it fall on her.” 
Ben followed his instruction and slid up next to Malcolm’s legs. The man’s upper body was contorted and twisted back around, allowing him the freedom to work a small screwdriver while giving Ben room to squeeze up next to him. 
“One more minute,” he said. 
Ben felt the grate pop with the last screw and held it in place. It was heavier than he’d realized, but it didn’t fall. Together, the two men turned the grate on its side and pulled it up through the ceiling. When it had cleared the hole, Malcolm pushed it up above his prone body, farther into the shaft. 
A cool wash of air hit Ben, and he breathed it in. It made his skin itch, especially the area around his neckline, chest, and arms, where the rash covered his skin. The feeling caused a sense of urgency in him as he once again remembered the gravity of their situation. He popped his head through the open hole in the ceiling and looked into the room. 
Julie.
She was there, eyes closed, on a bed in the center of the room. A few IV lines ran into her arms, and Ben could see the purplish rash on her skin, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. No one else was in the room. 
He sighed in relief and looked back up at Malcolm. “You go first, since you can get down on your feet. Give me a hand when you’re down there.” 
Malcolm nodded and swung his feet down and through the hole. He dropped gracefully from the ceiling catwalk and into the room. “Ready,” he called up. 
Ben dropped through the hole until he felt pressure on his feet. He lowered himself slowly, letting Malcolm help him down. When his feet hit the hospital room floor, Julie’s eyes fluttered open.
“Ben?” 
“Julie! Hey, how are you feeling?” He rushed to her side.
“I — I’m good, I think,” she said. “A little groggy, but I’m okay. It’s mostly the drugs. The rash — is it gone?” 
Ben looked at her. She had been changed into a light blue hospital gown and placed under a bed sheet, but her neck and arms were outside the blanket. The rash was now purple, deepening into the start of boils and blisters just under the surface of her skin.
“Uh, yeah. You look great,” he said, smiling. 
“Shut up. You’re a jerk,” she said. Her voice was shaky, but she seemed to be more alert. “Get me out of here.” 
“Julie, we can’t. I’m sorry — you’re not strong enough…”
“Knock it off. Look at you. If you can get in here, I can get back out.” She sat up a little and started pulling at the IV lines in her arms. “What are these, anyway?” 
Malcolm stepped forward. “Most likely they’re delivering the drugs that are keeping you mildly sedated,” he said. “They probably aren’t doing much to you right now, other than keeping the pain at bay and slowing your blood a little.” 
She frowned, trying to remember where she’d seen him. 
“Dear me, they’ve definitely been keeping you quite sedated.” He reached out a hand and placed it on her shoulder. “My name is Dr. Malcolm Fischer, remember? We met when you were brought here.” 
She nodded, slowly. 
“I met your friend here a few moments ago in a janitor’s closet.” 
She raised an eyebrow. “Finally came out of the closet, eh, Ben?”
“Really? Right now?” 
She laughed, turning again to the IV lines. “Well I appreciate your grand plan to come see me, but you honestly thought you’d just waltz in here, say ‘hi,’ then leave?” 
He was stumped. What was his plan?
“I’ve got a better idea,” she continued. “You two get me out of this hospital, take me somewhere we can talk, and you,” she pointed at Malcolm, “tell me what you know.” 
Malcolm smiled. “I like a girl with spunk.” He nudged Ben and winked. “Sounds like a plan.” 
Julie pulled out the two needles from her arm and sat up higher in the bed. Ben hoisted Malcolm up and into the ceiling vent hole, and turned to help Julie. She was standing now, gaining her balance. Her hair was a tangled mess, and her eyes looked like she hadn’t slept in ages. She ran a hand through her hair in vain, then gave up and turned back to Ben.
She stepped in front of him, her bare feet lining up directly in front of his shoes. Standing there with no shoes on, a head shorter than Ben, wearing only a hospital gown, he noticed just how small she seemed. She looked up at him with her big brown eyes.
“What are you waiting for, ranger?” she asked. “Let’s do this.” 
She grabbed his hands and placed them on her sides. He felt his face flush, and he swallowed. 
“What? Stop freaking out. It’s just like your middle school dance, except now you’ve got to lift me up in the air.” She paused, cocking her head to the side. “You have been to a dance before, right?” 
He swallowed again. 
“What is your deal?” 
“Yeah, what’s the hold up down there?” Malcolm called from the ceiling.
“You — you’re just, uh, kinda…” 
She grinned. “Kinda what, Ben?” 
“Kinda naked, I guess…” 
She blinked, bit her lower lip and stared at him, letting him stew in his own embarrassment for a few seconds. 
He tightened his grip on her sides, preparing to launch her upwards, and…
She leaned forward and kissed him. Long and slow, the type of kiss he’d never experienced. 
His ears suddenly felt hot. She pulled her head back slightly but slid her body closer to his. Then she leaned in, close to his hot ears, and whispered. 
“Does that help a little?” 
He swallowed for a third time, unable to make words. He nodded once. 
“Good. Thanks for coming to get me.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
AS BEN SLID HIS RIGHT foot through the hole in the ceiling and reached to replace the air vent panel, he heard someone open the door to Julie’s room. 
“Uh oh, guys,” he said to Malcolm and Julie in front of him in the small shaft, “we’ve got trouble.” 
Suddenly, a shout rang from the room below them. “Code zero! We’ve got a breach in the quarantined sector!” 
Ben didn’t speak paramedic, but it didn’t take much to crack that code. He started to call ahead to the other two to hurry, but a new problem faced him when he looked up. 
There’s no way we’ll make it.
Even if they could somehow shimmy quickly through the tight space, the hospital staff and whatever other government officials were here would only have to wait for them at the other end. 
They needed another plan. 
“Malcolm, can we get out of this shaft any other way?” 
“Sure, but we’ll have to unscrew the grate again, like we did for Julie’s room.” 
Ben considered it. 
“Do it at the next one you find. They’ll figure out pretty quickly what we did to get in and out of that room, and we need to get out of here some other way.” 
Malcolm didn’t stop moving forward until he’d reached a ceiling grate over another hospital room. Julie slid up next to him to help, but when Malcolm had unscrewed two of the four screws holding the grate in place, he changed his mind. 
“Slide back a little. I’m going to do this the fast way.” He slid forward, over the grate, letting his shoes come to rest directly over it. He lifted his foot as high as it would go in the small space and slammed it down. 
Ben could see the grate twist and fall through the hole, one of the remaining screws having popped under the force. The fourth and final screw was all that was holding the grate in place, but Malcolm bent it out of the way and hopped down into the room. 
Julie and Ben followed. 
“They’re going to search each room, but they’ll probably be slow since they need to put on the suits and keep things contained,” Julie said. “They won’t take that chance.” 
The two men nodded and looked around. They were in another hospital room, as small as Julie’s, but this one had two beds — both empty. Apparently ‘quarantine containment’ didn’t mean the same thing as ‘luxury quarters’ to the hospital staff. 
 Ben rushed to the door and opened it a crack. “There’s no one in the hall yet. That doctor who ratted us out must be back in the main lobby already.” 
“They’ll be coming in, though,” Malcolm said. “Let’s at least get out of this room.” 
They followed Malcolm out into the hall. As Ben stepped out of the room, he saw the double doors at the end of the long hallway spring open, followed by three men in containment suits and two others behind them, wearing tighter, clear protective suits over their normal clothes. 
But it wasn’t the suits that Ben noticed first. 
It was the guns the three men were holding. 
“Stop, or we’ll shoot!” one of the men yelled. Julie immediately turned and ran the other direction. Malcolm and Ben had no choice but to follow. Ben waited for bullets to slam into their backs, but they didn’t come. Instead, he heard their footsteps as they started to run, and their conversation. 
“Sir, should we engage?” one of the men asked. 
“Negative. Only if there’s danger of a breach,” another answered. 
They ran toward the single door at the opposite end of the hallway, and Malcolm pressed the horizontal bar to open it. It pushed in, but the door wouldn’t budge. 
“Of course it’s locked,” he said, cursing. 
“In here!” Julie shouted from the right. Ben turned to see where she was and found her inside a large office room, full of cubicles and computer stations. The men followed her in, and she closed the door behind them. “It’s an office, but it was cleared out when they quarantined the hallway. There’s another entrance a little ways back, so we’ll need to block that door, too.” 
She ran to the other end of the room and looked at the door. Ben came over to help, and together they slid some of the tall filing cabinets against the door. Malcolm did the same at the door through which they’d entered, and then converged again at the middle of the room. 
“And what’s on the other side of this door?” Malcolm asked, motioning toward a third door that looked like it led outside.
“No idea,” Julie said, “but it’s not good news. If it leads outside…” 
“Can’t we just open it and see?” Ben asked. He walked to the door, pushed the horizontal bar on the front of it, and found it to be locked. “Well, there goes that option.” 
“It doesn’t matter, now,” Julie said. “That door, and the one at the end of the hallway, leads outside.” She pointed at the lit exit sign hanging above the door. “That means we’ve defaulted to another protocol.” She slumped down into an office chair that had rolled into the gap between two cubicles. 
“‘Another protocol?’” Ben said. “What does that mean?” 
“It means those guys are going to start shooting as soon as they get these doors open.” 
As if on cue, a pounding bounced through the small office. 
“They’re here,” Malcolm said. 
“Why will they start shooting, Julie?” Ben tried to get her to explain what she was talking about. “You heard it, right? He asked if they should engage, and the other guy said ‘no.’” 
“Because, they’re operating under distress protocol for containment breach situations in the event of a possible outbreak.” 
Both men stared blankly back at her. 
“That means they’re operating according to CDC Threat Assessment standards. If there’s a possible breach in a contained facility — like this one — they move to contain the threat. If they can’t, or they believe the threat to be ‘imminently plausible,’ as it’s written, they move to eliminate the threat. Since these doors lead outside, they’ll move to close down our escape routes.”
Ben still didn’t understand. 
Malcolm picked up the thread. “It’s a utilitarian decision.” 
“Exactly,” Julie said. She was no longer paying much attention to the conversation, instead focusing on the barriers between them and the men with guns. 
“A what?” Ben asked. 
Malcolm answered. “It means we’re now the threat, Ben. They’re going to try to prevent as many long-term casualties as possible…” 
“…By eliminating the threat,” Ben finished. 
“Yep,” Julie said. “It’s in the playbook. We’ve got the virus running through us. Keep the total death count to a minimum, you know?” 
It was a tough reality, but it made sense. Ben nodded, suddenly taking a serious interest in their defensible position. “Do we have anything in here we can use as a weapon?” He looked around, but couldn’t find anything worth trying. Computer mice, keyboards, monitors…
“Okay,” Ben said to the others. “They’ll probably split up — five in all, three armed. So expect one, maybe two guys with guns to come through each door.” 
The pounding continued, now coming from behind each of the two hallway doors. Ben stationed himself against one door, with Malcolm and Julie behind the other. Julie reached up and flicked a light switch on the wall next to her, plunging the room into near darkness. He watched as his door pushed in a little more each time the man pounded into it. 
With a final crash, the man fell forward into the office room, his body almost completely covered by the hazmat suit.
That’s my edge, he thought. The man’s suit covered his head as well as his body, blocking most of his peripheral vision. 
Ben maneuvered around the filing cabinets, stopping when he was almost behind the opening door. The man entered the room and brought his gun up, searching for a target…
…Just as Ben smashed the door forward as hard as he could with a solid kick. The door rocketed toward the man and caught him in the back and head. The man yelped and flew forward, dropping his gun and falling to the floor. 
A second armed man entered the room behind his comrade, but Ben had already moved around him. The man stood up just as Ben pointed his gun at him. 
“Stay there, sir. I will shoot you.” 
The man’s eyes were visible through the suit, and Ben focused on them. He steeled himself, not daring to flinch. The man finally relented, dropping his gun on the floor and raising his hands above his head. Ben heard another crash behind him — the third gunman had broken into the room. 
The man in front of Ben flicked his eyes up and away from Ben, then back. 
Shit.
Ben anticipated the shots, not a moment too soon. He dove toward the unarmed man in front of him and fell to the side, just as two shots rang out behind him.
“Ben!” he heard Julie yell from the other side of the room.
He was on the ground, groping around in the dark, looking for the gun he’d felt slip out of his hands. The second man to enter the room was on him in a heartbeat, wrestling Ben to the ground. 
Ben was helpless. The man on top of him was larger, heavier. He wrestled Ben’s hands behind his back and grabbed a fistful of Ben’s hair. 
Another gunshot. 
Ben flinched, but the man’s hand released his head, and he felt the weight lifted off his back. 
He rolled over, raising his arms to defend a blow he knew would come, but instead he heard another gunshot. 
This time, a cry rang out from the third gunman who’d entered, and he watched as the man fell to the ground. A third and fourth gunshot sent Ben’s wrestling partner into the filing cabinets against the wall. 
Ben looked up to see Julie standing over the third gunman’s body, her jaw clenched in rage, holding a gun. 
“You okay, ranger?” she asked. 
He did a mental check of his muscles and bones. Finding everything to be in working order, he sat up and nodded. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”
“No, thank you,” she said. “Thanks for throwing the gun my way. Good thinking.” 
He stood. “Uh, yeah. No problem. Where’s Malcolm?” 
“The door hit him when that guy busted it open. I think he just got knocked out.” 
“Same thing happened to this guy. He’s probably going to wake up soon, though. We’d better get out of here before he does, and get you back to your office.” 
She frowned at him as he walked over to check on Malcolm. “Ben, we’re not going to the office. Didn’t you see those other two guys?” 
Ben suddenly remembered that there were five men in the hallway pursuing them. Three were sprawled out on the floor in front of them, but the other two…
“Who were they?” 
“It was Livingston. And Stephens.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
“WHAT’S NEXT?” JULIE HAD ASSUMED her usual air of confidence as she looked up at the two men.
Malcolm and Ben stared across the table at Julie. They had just stopped at a hotel near the hospital and were sitting in a room Malcolm had booked under his assumed pseudonym, ‘Roger Ebert.’ The fact that Roger Ebert was the name of a famous movie critic who’d died only a few years before elicited only a shrug from Malcolm. “I’d always thought his reviews were terrible anyway,” was his response. 
The plan was to stay there until they’d formulated a better plan.
“We need to get a bomb crew out to Yellowstone,” Malcolm said.
“Whatever other departments are on this have most likely already done it, so it would be a waste of time to try to call it in and set one up ourselves. Julie can call and make sure on the way.”
“On the way where?” she asked.
“We need to get you help. Obviously we can’t go back to that hospital, but there has to be somewhere else that’s set up a quarantine.” 
Julie looked down at her arms, then over at Ben’s. “You’re in the same boat, Ben. And besides, it doesn’t look like it’s gotten worse.” 
Ben frowned. “You’re right,” he said as he scratched at his forearms. “This is about what it looked like before I got to the hospital.” 
“Mine got a little worse while I was there,” Julie said, “but it hasn’t spread since then. Hey, what about you?” Julie looked at Malcolm. 
“What about me?” 
“You’re fine. No virus, no rash.” 
Ben also turned to scrutinize the older man. “You have some explaining to do, Dr. Fischer. Showing up out of nowhere and telling me about that Dragonstone company. How’d you figure all this out?” 
Malcolm sighed. “Yes, you are correct, Ms. Richardson. I have no rash, and I won’t get it. I believe the virus, while highly contagious, is non-recurring.” 
“Non-recurring?” 
“It means it won’t come back,” Julie said. “Like chickenpox.” 
“But that means…” 
“Right. It means I’ve already had the virus. I believe I was subjected to the virus six months ago, while I was comatose. I believe I contracted it then, as they were testing treatments for it. I’m not sure they succeeded, but I did overhear them say the virus had ‘run its course through my system,’ and that I was immune.” 
Julie was bewildered. “What are you talking about?” 
“Well,” Malcolm began, “about a year ago I was on a research trip with some students from my university, up in the Northwest Territory —”
“You’re that professor!” Julie said. “Those students…”
“I am. The team disappeared, and news agencies rode the media wave for months after we disappeared, but no one from the expedition was ever found, as you remember.” 
Julie’s eyes were wide as Malcolm continued. “But it wasn’t an innocent accident, like many thought. We didn’t fall through a frozen lake or get eaten by bears. My students were murdered.” 
This revelation took Ben by surprise as well. “Murdered? What do you mean?” 
Malcolm swallowed, trying to summon the words. “I… I haven’t spoken of it since then, but… there was a helicopter. We’d made a discovery, and I assume one of the students was working against me. They must have alerted the murderers to our location, and what we found.
“It was a powdery substance, some sort of whitish powder that had the consistency of sand. And coins. Strange coins we’d never seen before. My guess is that they were tokens of some sort used by the indigenous tribe from that area, likely the same people who created the powder.” 
“Created?” Julie asked.
“Yes, now that I’ve had time to think about it, I believe the powder was the remnants of a native plant, the decayed remains of the dried leaves. They may have used it during its original life, but after decaying and drying, and lying undisturbed for so many years…”
“You think it’s somehow related to the virus?” 
“I believe it is the virus, at least in part,” Malcolm said. “Anyway, I’ll get there. So we found these things in a cave, but we did not get to excavate. When we got back to camp…”
“The helicopter,” Ben said. 
Malcolm nodded, swallowing again. “Yes. The helicopter came, and took me with it. The rest of the students…” 
He didn’t need to finish the sentence. 
“Whatever company massacred my team must have cleaned up well. The search parties that went out found our tents and equipment all set up and staged miles away from our actual location. They left nothing that would have pointed to any suspicious activity.” 
“But the whole thing was suspicious,” Julie said. “It was a big deal. Every news outlet in the country was reporting on it, and there were conspiracy theories about it too.”
“I know, I know. But like I said, the company did their job well.” 
“You keep mentioning a company,” Ben said. “How do you know?”
Malcolm nodded. “They took me somewhere that had state-of-the-art medical facilities and questioned me. They didn’t torture me, as I doubt they thought I would ever leave the facility, but they weren’t satisfied that I knew next to nothing about this powder. They put me in a medically-induced coma, only bringing me out of it after months of being under.” 
“My God,” Julie whispered. 
“I did have plenty of time to think — it was odd, being in that state. I could sort of form thoughts and run through the things that I could remember, though it was a slower process than if I had been lucid. But it was when I was awake, or at least mostly awake, that I tried to piece together the information. The doctors working in my room each wore the same logo on their coats, and they worked in regular shifts — a large operation. Eventually, I caught a glimpse of the company’s name. ‘Drache Global.’”
“Drache?”
“Yes,” Malcolm said. “Drache Global. A pharmaceutical company, based in Canada. I’d never heard of them, but I promised myself that I would get out of there and figure out who they were. I had plenty of time, remember, as I was basically lying on a hospital bed for months. I formulated a plan, and I got out one night.” Malcolm looked at the wall, examining the lattice-shaped wallpaper.
Ben could tell there was more to the story behind the man’s escape, but he didn’t press him about it.
“I got out, and I ran. I ran for my life. I wanted to hide, but I wanted more than anything to right the wrongs done to my students and their families. I had to figure out what Drache Global was.” 
“And did you?” Julie asked. Ben noticed she had placed a hand on Malcolm’s forearm on the table.
“Sort of. That’s what led me to the hospital you were brought to, Julie. Drache Global, like the hospital, is owned by a group of shareholders. It’s a corporate conglomerate. Publicly listed, but not easy to piece together who the real owners are. I researched and cross-referenced as many of their board members as I could manage, but found very few promising leads.
“I spent many hours in the depths of libraries and scouring the web, and all I was able to figure out was that they’re semi-legitimate, at least on the surface. They’ve worked on countless grant proposals, major nonprofit medical research projects, and more public goodwill campaigns than a politician. But I think there’s a simple thread connecting them to some other organizations with bipolar personalities.” 
“What thread is that?” Julie asked.
“They have the same names,” Ben said. 
“Yes,” Malcolm said, smiling. “Very good. Dragonstone, Drache Global, Drage Medisinsk. They are all very similar, using different languages that all mean ‘dragon.’”
“Why would they broadcast that? If they were trying to operate under the radar, why share a common name?” Julie asked.
“Plenty of companies borrow that name. It’s not particularly unique, even within the medical and pharmaceutical research industries. And I believe it’s more like a calling card. A brand, if you will.” 
“So you think this ‘dragon’ company is working across its sister organizations to create a worldwide virus?” Ben asked. He scratched his forearms. While still itchy, it did in fact seem like the virus had slowed to a halt.
“No,” Malcolm answered. “I believe it’s the work of a handful of people, not a worldwide corporate effort. Secretive or not, I cannot believe something that large-scale could go unnoticed by world governments. I also believe they aren’t targeting the entire world, but the United States. Through the spreading virus, the bomb at Yellowstone…”
“Okay, but what’s the big deal about the bomb? Shouldn’t we focus first on the virus?” Julie asked, impatient. She dialed Randall Brown’s number again, but it was still off. 
“We can’t focus on the virus now,” Ben said. “The bomb is a larger threat. Much larger.” 
“Why?” 
“Because of where it’s located. If it is, in fact, where they said it is, it’s sitting on top of the largest active volcano in the entire world.” 
She looked at him incredulously. 
“I’m serious,” he continued. “The Yellowstone caldera is an active volcano, lying directly underneath the park. Scientists have argued about it for decades.” 
“What about it? That it’s an actual volcano?” 
Malcolm answered. “No, that’s a scientific fact. It’s actually considered a ‘supervolcano.’ What they’ve been arguing about is exactly when it’s scheduled to erupt again.” 
“Right,” Ben said. “Some say it’s ‘due,’ while others just say that it’s a complete mystery. What I don’t think they’d argue about, though, is that if there were a bomb underground, anywhere in that area, and it went off…” 
“It would cause a chain reaction?” she asked. 
“To say the least. The crust there is thinner than most other places on Earth, and it wouldn’t take much to upset the enormous mass of molten rock below it.” 
Julie thought about this for a moment. “What would the blast radius be?” 
Ben and Malcolm looked at each other, but Ben answered. “I’m not exactly sure, but the last time it blew, it apparently shot ash about twenty miles into the air, and was somewhere around 1,000 times more powerful than Mt. St. Helens.” 
“So, total destruction.” 
“Total destruction, at least for the western United States. But that doesn’t even account for the fallout afterwards, with the ash settling.” 
Julie whistled. “So we’ve got a mystery organization trying to blow up Yellowstone and half the United States, while also working on spreading a virus to the rest of the United States.” 
She had summed it up pretty well. Malcolm nodded. “It’s the destruction of an entire nation, within the span of mere days.” 
“And you think Stephens and Livingston are somehow involved?” Ben asked.
“No, I don’t. They were just following protocol back there. Trying to keep it contained. But Livingston’s actions from earlier — blocking Stephens’ emails from getting through, preventing me from getting them altogether — that doesn’t sit well with me.” 
“But I thought you said it sounded like him to do something like that. That he’s a paranoid freak?” Ben asked. 
“He is,” Julie answered, “but he’s not that bad. I would have expected him to log in once a week and read the emails that have been sent back and forth, but not actually re-route them.” 
Ben and Malcolm listened as she explained the situation and personality of her boss. 
“Do you think he suspects you’re involved?” Malcolm asked. 
Ben and Julie looked up sharply.
“Hey, no harm in asking,” Malcolm added. “I’m just wondering if he’s got it out for you. Thinks you might be involved, or at least know something he doesn’t. If your description is accurate, he sounds like the kind of person who needs to be in the know.”
“Yes, he definitely is. And now that I’m thinking about it, I was already near Yellowstone when the bomb went off. I was supposed to be working on a surveying project in the area, but for all he knows, I could have been here for… other reasons.” 
She paused. “But still, he’s not stupid. He has no reason to think that I’m involved other than my proximity to the blast. Why would he jump to that conclusion so quickly?” 
The two men shared a glance. “Julie, how well do you know your boss?” Malcolm asked.
Again, she paused before speaking. When she did, her jaw was set and her eyes steady. “Not well enough, I guess.” 
As she finished, her phone vibrated on the table in front of her. Unknown. She frowned, but answered it anyway. 
“Hello?” 
She waited. 
“Randy! My God, are you okay? I’ve been trying —” 
She turned on the phone’s speaker function so Malcolm and Ben could hear. 
“—Fine. I didn’t want to call on my phone in case it’s being tracked. Anyway, I saw an email thread between Livingston and Stephens. They said you were in a hospital? Are you okay?”
“I’m okay. It’s the virus, but it seems to have slowed down for the moment. I’m with Ben…” she wasn’t sure how to explain Malcolm’s presence, so she moved on. “Listen, Randy, I — I don’t know for sure, but I think Livingston might be involved in all of this somehow.” 
No response. 
“I know you’re already under fire for this, but I really need eyes on him. And keep sending me anything you find on Diana Torres and what she was working on.” 
“Yeah, I got it.” 
“I owe you one.” 
“You owe me a lot of ones.” 
She hung up. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
DAVID LIVINGSTON FLICKED OFF THE 75-inch curved television in his living room. Brand new and still priced like the novelty it was, the Samsung was his pride and joy, at least for this month.
He had satellite and cable television, Netflix, and an action movie collection of over one thousand titles, and he still couldn’t find something to watch. He tossed the remote control to the other side of the couch. Unsure of how to satiate his desire for entertainment, Livingston sat in silence for a minute. 
Juliette’s involved in this, he thought. He knew it. It was stronger than the standard pang of paranoia that constantly plagued him about each of his employees; this was real. He had proof. 
Stephens believed him. Both men had been at the hospital, planning to interrogate her after she’d failed to turn over the information she’d acquired during her “stint” in the field. And after Livingston had discovered that Randall Brown, his own IT technician, had helped Julie, it was enough for Livingston to convict her. 
He didn’t know exactly how, or why, but he knew Juliette Richardson was involved in this mess. He’d spent enough time in government to know that careers were made or broken by the men who went the extra mile to prevent mutiny within their ranks. 
And his career would be made. He just needed a little more proof, and a motive wouldn’t hurt, either. He had ordered Randall Brown to record and send over to him any conversations Julie had with him, but he’d also placed a few IT bugs of his own on Brown’s network. Any calls the IT tech made or received would be immediately recorded and emailed to Livingston. 
It was these types of plays that Livingston knew would eventually get him noticed in Washington. He wasn’t naive enough to think that those in power got there by cashing in on their good deeds. 
He rose from the couch, pacing once before moving toward the office. The foyer of his house was immaculate, smaller than he would have liked, but impressive nonetheless. He paid a few hundred dollars a month to a maid service to keep the place clean enough to meet his standards, and another couple hundred on the side to the maid herself for “on the side”-type activities. It had taken a few months to find a woman agreeable to his terms, but as he’d discovered in his own career, a bit of cash went a long way. The companionship did little to satiate his loneliness, but it helped make his large house feel lived in a little.
He entered the great office at the front of his house, admiring his decorating job. A huge bust of an elk or moose — he wasn’t sure which, and he hadn’t shot it anyway — smiled down at him from the far wall, hanging directly above a large fireplace with an ancient-looking mantle. He’d placed a few picture frames, the stock photos still inside, on the mantle and around the room on floating shelves. 
But his prize possession, the pièce de résistance, was the huge Scottish coat of arms hanging above his desk. The placard was enormous, stretching almost four feet across and six feet tall. It was red, yellow, and green, and didn’t match anything else in his house. But it was him. His history, his name, his origins. 
It represented him, and all that he stood for, and he stood a moment in front of it, admiring the wooden shield.
He walked behind his desk, grabbing the decanter of whiskey and pouring himself a glass. He stood face-to-face with the coat of arms for another moment, enjoying the warm liquid. Finally he turned to sit down.
And saw a man standing in the center of the room, staring at him. Recognition washed quickly over Livingston, but he was angered that the man had caught him by surprise. 
“Oh — my God,” Livingston said, nearly dropping his glass of liquor. “You scared the shit out of me. What are you doing here?” 
He made a mental note to call his security company to set up perimeter alarms. The HD motion cameras were enough to turn over footage to the police after a break-in, but they obviously weren’t meant as an early-warning system. He grunted and sipped on his whiskey. 
The man continued staring. 
“Well, what do you need? You seemed to enjoy sneaking up on me. What is it?” 
The man finally looked Livingston up and down and shook his head. Livingston sat down behind the desk, acting preoccupied with a stack of papers. As he picked up the stack and began to rummage through them, he heard a clunk on the desk. 
At the edge of the desk, Livingston saw a small, compact 9mm pistol. His visitor had placed the gun there, and now stepped back from the desk to the middle of the room once again. 
Livingston felt his blood run cold. His nostrils flared, and anger flashed through his body. Still, he was calm. He took another sip of whiskey, this time deeper, letting the heat sting the back of his throat. 
“Trying to intimidate me?” he asked.
“Is it working?” 
Livingston snorted through a mouthful of liquor. He swallowed and blew out a breath of alcohol-laced air. 
“This is a waste of time,” Livingston said. “I don’t know anything, or anyone.” 
“I didn’t say you did,” the man replied immediately. 
“You want answers, talk to Julie, or that thug she’s running around with.” 
“I don’t need to.” 
Livingston’s anger grew. “What the hell are you here for, then?” 
The man blinked. 
Livingston looked down at the pistol, then up at the man, catching his eye. He looked to the large bust of the moose-elk, across the mantel at the pictures of someone else’s family, and then back down at the gun again. He picked it up slowly, delicately. 
He’d actually never held a gun before. 
It was heavier than he’d imagined, surprising for its compact size. He examined it. The barrel, trigger, and hammer — is that what the back thing is called? 
He felt its weight beneath his fingers. The man didn’t say a word as Livingston pressed the safety release back and forth, locking and unlocking the gun’s firing pin. 
Livingston wasn’t going to let himself be intimidated. He wouldn’t be humiliated, especially not in his own home. He felt his lip turn upward into a slight sneer. This asshole.
He stood up, gaining confidence. “Get out.” The words were cold.
The man didn’t move. 
“Get out,” he said again. He lifted the gun quickly and pointed it at the man’s chest. “Don’t make me repeat it.” 
Still, the man didn’t speak. His expression was stoic, but Livingston could see a glint of something — amusement? — in the man’s eyes. 
He felt his right arm shaking, and he tried to force it to stop. He aimed the gun and closed his eyes just as he pulled the trigger. 
He heard a tiny click. 
That wasn’t right. 
He tried again. 
Click.
Shit.
He looked down at the gun, as if silently arguing with the metal contraption, but nothing happened. When he looked up, the man standing in front of him was shaking his head. 
“You’re too predictable, Livingston. Always have been. All of you.” 
Livingston frowned, but the man was already moving. He closed the distance between them in less than a second, and Livingston saw him pull his arm back. 
He smashed his fist into Livingston’s face. Livingston felt his hands open, dropping the empty gun and the glass of whiskey. They both tumbled and fell to the top of the desk. The glass shattered, whiskey and shards of crystal exploding around him. He was immediately in a daze, his mouth opening and closing as his brain tried to offer some sort of help. 
The man, however, didn’t stop to wait for Livingston to recover. He grabbed a wad of Livingston’s thick, dyed hair and pulled up on it. He met Livingston’s eyes for a brief moment, then slammed Livingston’s head down on the top of the desk. Hard. 
Livingston’s face and ears exploded in pain, only to be followed by a much more penetrating ringing pain that lanced through the inside of his mind. He felt as if his entire head had been lit on fire from the inside out. 
He flailed his arms wildly, but the man was still in control. Once again, he brought Livingston’s head up, held tightly by the tufts of hair, then smashed it back down on the desk. 
Livingston groaned, and his body went slack. His eyes were blurry, but he was still conscious. He felt a trickle of drool escape the corner of his mouth, but he made no motion to wipe it away. 
He collapsed downward, his rear end somehow finding the chair as his torso and upper body sprawled forward onto the desk. He lay still, wondering why he hadn’t already blacked out. 
“You’ve been a cancer to this organization for years, Livingston,” the man said. Livingston heard a scrape and felt the desk vibrate slightly. He turned his face to the side, trying to will his eyes to focus. 
The man had picked up the gun and was now reaching into his jacket pocket. He withdrew something — something small, shiny. 
It was a bullet. 
Livingston was unable to panic, or perform any other voluntary function, but alarm sirens erupted in his brain. Or was it still the pain? He was unsure — everything was blurred together, one giant smear of pain and confusion. 
“You’re predictable, useless, and spineless. I can’t think of a greater waste of air than the breath you breathe.” 
Livingston was surprised to discover he was still capable of feeling anger. He relished the anger, though he was unable to act on it. He grunted again. 
The man loaded the bullet into the chamber of the gun, and Livingston heard a succession of clicks.
“This has been a long time coming, Livingston. Sorry it had to be this way, but like I said — you’re predictable.” 
Livingston didn’t hear the explosion of the bullet as it raced out of the barrel and found its target.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
 
JULIE WAS ADAMANT. “GO! STOP being ridiculous — I’ll be fine!”
Ben shook his head, planning to stage a resistance. Malcolm grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the hotel room. “It’s fine, Ben. We’ll only be gone for a few minutes.”
She had insisted that the two men head to the nearest supermarket to get some supplies and pick up food for the three of them. Takeout Chinese had been her request. After a few minutes of arguing back and forth, Julie had prevailed, and the two men left for the F450 parked outside. 
Julie shut the door to the hotel room and opened her laptop. She initiated a few searches, first inside the SecuNet database and the rest of the private CDC intranet, then through Google. She tried numerous combinations. Livingston CDC, David Livingston, David Livingston CDC, and more, but each result was merely a bare-bones biographical entry that was obviously written by Livingston himself. 
David Foster Livingston is a successful leader and proven manager in many corporate settings. He is currently head of the Biological Threat Research division of the Centers for Disease Control. A growing list of Livingston’s accomplishments include successfully restructuring the BTR division for efficiency and efficacy, increasing employee retention, and streamlining data systems for cost effectiveness at BetaMark, Inc., where he was previously employed. He has one daughter and resides in Minnesota. 
Julie saw the same paragraph pasted onto every page that referenced Livingston. Each of the surrounding articles only mentioned the man, too. A project he co-sponsored, a few articles written by a team Livingston had served on, and a few shots of the man on a company softball team years ago. Livingston was certainly paranoid, as the verbatim biography on each site suggested that he’d been successful in forcing each of the article’s writers to update his information with the same paragraph. 
She shook her head and reached for her phone. 
“Hey Randy, it’s me again. Anything yet?” 
“Julie, it’s been ten minutes. Are you serious?” 
“Sorry, I know. I’m getting a little antsy, though.” 
“I get it. We all are. Don’t worry about it. Why did you call?”
“I’m trying to find something on Livingston — just in case.” 
“Don’t bother,” Randy said. “I already tried. It’s pointless. The man’s either got the PR team of a celebrity or he’s the most paranoid person I’ve ever met.”
Julie laughed as she read the first line of the Livingston biography. “David Foster Livingston is a successful leader and proven…”
“…Manager in many corporate settings,” Randy finished. “Ugh. You’ve got to be kidding me. What a joke.” 
“Okay, well, thanks for trying. Let me know if you come up with anything else.” 
“Will do — take care.” 
“Hey, one more thing,” Julie said into the phone.
“What’s that?” 
Julie paused. “Uh, don’t worry about it, actually. Let me see if I can dig something up first.” 
She hung up the phone and woke up her computer’s screen. She started a new search, and began browsing through the results. 
Finally, one result jumped out at her. 
Teenaged Hero Rescues Father and Brother was the headline. 
She clicked the listing and waited for the slow hotel WIFI connection to load the advertisement-riddled page. It was a newspaper article that had been scanned and transcribed for the news site’s archives, dated thirteen years ago. 
“…The Bennett men were camping in a southern region of Glacier National Park when the youngest Bennett, nine-year-old Zachary, wandered to a clearing where he accidentally stumbled between a mother grizzly bear and her cub…” 
“Johnson Bennett ran to his son’s aid, but the mother grizzly struck Johnson, knocking the man unconscious…”
“…Shooting the larger bear first with two rounds from the father’s rifle, and scaring away the cub. Harvey pursued the smaller animal and eventually shot it, bringing it down with one round…” 
Julie covered her mouth as she read the account. 
“…Zachary and Johnson Bennett were rushed to St. Andrews Memorial Hospital, where they were both treated for severe trauma, and the elder Bennett for a concussion. Zachary Bennett is expected to make a full recovery. Johnson Bennett is currently comatose in a stable condition, however, doctors are unsure of the possibility of recovery…”
The door to the hotel room opened, and Julie quickly slammed the laptop shut. 
“Julie!”
It was Ben.
Startled, Julie nearly tripped over the chair as she stood and turned toward the door. Malcolm Fischer entered the room just behind Ben, breathing heavily.
“Julie, I got an email from Randy. Just now.” 
Julie looked at him. “Randall Brown? My IT guy?” 
“Yeah, he wanted to send it over directly, since he thought there might be an issue with your emails or something. But you should have gotten it too.” 
She started to check her email, but stopped herself. “Okay, well what did he say?” 
“It was a forward of my mother’s email draft. She must have tried to send it, but it never went out.” 
Julie’s eyes widened.
“It has information in it, Julie, about the virus. The night… the night she died, she must have been writing it. It’s got everything she was working on, and everything she and her assistant discovered.”
“Go on.” 
“For one, it’s not a virus.” 
She turned her head slightly, her eyes narrowing.
Malcolm continued the explanation for Ben. “Ben’s mother’s research seems to prove that the virus is actually a mutated bacteria —”
“No, that’s not possible. The contagious spread, the outbreak pattern, the —”
“It’s a mutated bacterial infection inside of a virus.” 
Julie’s head snapped up. “Come again?” 
“That’s right, Julie,” Malcolm explained. “While I still believe the virus is made up of some synthetic alteration of the powder substance my students and I found in Canada, Dr. Torres is postulating that the reason this strain has been so difficult to model is due to its uncharacteristic qualities. Map it as a virion, and it fails many of the chemical application tests. Map it as a bacteria, and it doesn’t appear to be living — immediately disqualifying it from the ranks of bacteriophages.”
“Okay,” Julie said. “So she was able to determine that we’re dealing with a highly infectious viral-bacterial disease. I’ll admit that’s unbelievably fascinating, but did she find a cure?” 
Malcolm and Ben shared a knowing glance. 
“No,” Ben said. 
“But she found that the infection would naturally die out, after running its course. It reaches a certain point, she said, and just vanishes. But not until after it kills its host.” 
“We’re not dead yet,” Julie said. “And you’re not dead, either, Dr. Fischer.”
Malcolm stepped forward and nodded. “Julie,” he said, his voice calm and steady, “We need to get to a research lab. If there’s any way you can find out exactly why none of us in this room are dead, you must.”
She started pacing. “Okay, right. Yes, you’re right. Let’s, uh, let’s go back to —”
“Julie, we’re not going back to the CDC. Livingston and Stephens might be there, and besides, we can’t forget about the bomb back at the park.” 
“But can’t you call someone there? Someone who might —” 
“Julie.” Ben’s voice was firm, but he looked her right in the eyes until she understood. “There’s no one else.”
She hesitated, thinking through it. “You’re right. There’s no one there who can help anymore. The government agencies involved are going to wait until they know it’s not dangerous to their staff. It’s what I’m supposed to do — wait until someone presents some compelling research as to why it’s safe for us to go in, then send a bomb squad in hazmat suits to find anything unusual.” 
“But that will take much too long,” Malcolm said. 
“It will,” Ben answered. “But there’s a lab at the park — it’s not much, but it’ll have to do. I’m going back there, to figure this out.” 
As if remembering the dire situation they were all in, Ben looked down at his hands and arms. 
“Does it hurt?” Julie asked. 
“No. It hasn’t really done much at all, and it’s not itching at the moment.” 
“Neither is mine,” Julie said, examining her own arms. 
“So,” Malcolm said, calling them to attention. “I guess it’s just us, then?” 
“Dr. Fischer, you don’t need to come along,” Julie said. “If what we’re saying is true, we’re going into an infected quarantine, looking for a massive bomb hidden below the surface somewhere. It’s not exactly a risk-free mission.” 
Malcolm lifted his chin slightly. “Julie, I understand that you are concerned. And you are right to assume that this is an extremely dangerous mission. But I will not sit idly by and do nothing to right the wrongs done to me, or my students.” 
His monologue over, he tensed his jaw and waited for the others’ response. 
Ben looked over and shrugged. “I feel you, Doc. I wouldn’t make you sit on the sidelines.” 
Julie smiled. 
“Let’s get to Yellowstone.” 
They sat down at the table in the small hotel room, ready to plan their trip back to Yellowstone, when Julie’s phone rang again. She grabbed it before it rang a second time. 
“Hold on a sec,” she said, holding up a finger. “It’s Randy again.” She held the phone up to her ear. “Randy — what’s up?” 
As she listened, the muscles in her face tightened and her back became rigid. She swallowed a few times, her mouth suddenly feeling dry. She nodded, unaware that Randy couldn’t see her, and she hung up the phone. 
Ben and Malcolm were perched in their chairs, watching the one-way conversation. 
“Julie, what was that about?” Ben asked. 
She blinked a few times, suddenly embarrassed that she might cry. 
“Liv — Livingston,” she choked out. “He’s dead.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
 
“MONSIEUR VALÈRE, THE CONFERENCE IS now available,” the voice said. It sounded metallic, hollow, and distant, and yet it was the most lifelike computerized voice system Francis Valère had ever heard. 
“Merci beaucoup,” Valère responded. He waited for the computer system to check the ethernet connection, test internet speed, and finally ping the waiting room of the online web conferencing service. Within seconds, the voice emanated from the walls of Valère’s office again.
“Connection speeds are exceptional, Monsieur.” The voice had an eerily attractive component to it, Valère realized, as he waited for the two other participants’ faces to appear in front of him. She had also been upgraded to a human-like level of what they were calling “AI hyperbole,” which was, as far as Valère could tell, just a library of phrases that replaced the usual metric and clinically precise statements that plagued most artificial voice systems. 
SARA — Simulated Artificial Response Array — was the Company’s latest alpha release they were testing in their offices. At this point, it was nothing more than a computerized artificial intelligence, more advanced than anything on the market, but far from deployment-ready. 
The plan was, Valère had been told, to get SARA to beta and then release the code and sound sample library, alone more than ten terabytes of information, to a few universities for further development and testing. Eventually, they would either use the application for internal purposes or sell the final design schematics to the highest black market bidder. As SARA’s development was about as removed from Valère’s professional expertise as possible, he wasn’t entirely sure what she would finally become. But if the previous applications their affiliates had released were any measure, SARA would be nothing short of miraculous. 
Valère was involved in a number of startup tech and pharmaceutical businesses. He was independently wealthy, thanks to the benefit of a long line of rich relatives who’d left a startlingly large inheritance, as well as his own knack for choosing investment opportunities. A few had bombed, but he had invested far and wide, amassing a fortune of interests in just about every sector related to computer intelligence and medical advancement. 
“Francis, are you with us?” a man’s voice spoke from inside his computer screen. 
Valère cleared his throat. “Yes, oui, I am here. I apologize for my tardiness — I have been following the latest developments in the United States.” 
“As have I,” the second voice answered. The man’s face in front of Valère was enlarged on the gigantic screen. The sound emanated from the walls themselves. Audio-Enhanced Surfacing, if Valère remembered correctly. The walls of his Quebec office space were essentially made of thousands of speakers, each implanted with a computer chip that made them “intelligent” — allowing them to emulate a natural sound environment. He could play music that followed him throughout the room, providing a sonically perfect artificial surround-sound in an acoustically exceptional environment. 
For now, the man’s voice, in crisp and clear stereo, was all Valère cared about. The man inside the window continued. “It appears as though our initial plan has been delayed. After your dismissal of Mr. Jefferson —” 
“Nonsense,” Valère said. “Our placements were sound. Each of the departments is operating smoothly, according to their protocols, and taking no unnecessary risks or making any rash decisions.”
“Francis,” the first man, Emilio Vasquez, said, “while I admit our infiltrated agencies are doing exactly as we’ve hoped, you cannot deny the existence of a few rogue operatives. The CDC’s department head has been removed, but it still seems as though a few members of its lower ranks are curious.”
Valère thought about this a moment. “Do you honestly believe they have become a threat?” 
“Hardly,” Emilio responded. “It is merely in our best interests to ensure these possible threats stay just that.” 
“And how exactly do we ensure that?” Valère asked.
The other man paused for a moment. “Well, I believe it’s time for the contingency plan.” 
“I — we — don’t need a contingency plan,” Valère responded. “This plan is sound — it always has been.”
“I’m not saying it hasn’t been, Valère. But there’s always room for improvement.” 
“But these rogue operatives have been working outside of our target organizations. They are no more a threat to us than the local police.” 
“But you’re wrong, Valère. They are far more of a threat to us, especially now. They are mobile, and we are still unsure of their capabilities. Borders mean nothing to them, nor do their organization’s standards. We’ve worked far too long on this project to lose the investment entirely.”
Emilio’s face was growing slightly red, though his voice betrayed no raise of emotions. Valère knew the man was moments away from growing indignant, but the man stopped himself just short.
Valère sighed. “These deaths are unnecessary,” he said. “They are inevitable, but must they come from our hands?” 
“Valère,” Emilio said. “As you know, these deaths are nothing when measured against what we will accomplish.” 
“I agree, but—”
“And their deaths will not be ‘by our hand,’ as you say. Far from it.”
Valère nodded.
“Let us see this through to the end, Valère. Let us complete our mission.”
He nodded again.
No one spoke at first. Finally, SARA’s voice boomed through the walls. “We will need your verbal commitment, Monsieur Valère. Please provide verbal confirmation of your agreement to the chosen contingency.” 
Good Lord, she was remarkable. SARA had parsed, compiled, and transcribed the conversation, as she had been instructed, but she had also extrapolated from the silence that the other man was waiting for Valère’s confirmation, as per the contract, as well as the fact that he didn’t want to specifically ask for it. 
Technology.
Incroyable. 
“Yes,” he stammered. “Yes, I confirm. We shall commence with a contingency that merely supports our overall direction, as discussed in previous communications. SARA, please transcribe, encrypt, and archive this discussion into your database, and remove all references therein.” 
“Oui, Monsieur Valère,” SARA said. As Valère stood from his computer desk, the woman’s computerized voice followed the location of his head with pinpoint accuracy, causing Valère to feel as though she were inside his head, not just talking to it. “I will alert you of any updates.” 
He nodded, knowing SARA could see that, too.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
 
“HOW FAR ARE WE FROM the lab?” Julie asked. She had her feet up on the dashboard. One of Ben’s pet peeves, but he didn’t say anything. He was driving, again, but rather than responding with one of the myriad of retorts he’d been constructing, he found himself grinning instead. 
“We’re almost at the park border, and then there’s another half hour or so to the lab.” 
She nodded once, then focused again on her laptop. Malcolm sat in the back seat, reading through a stack of papers Julie had printed at the hotel’s business center, all on infectious diseases, viral outbreaks, and bacterial infections. It was internal CDC documentation, mixed with reference material and some medical applications, but most of it was the type of information that existed publicly online, through sites like WebMD and Wikipedia. 
Malcolm was specifically looking for research into anthrax-type infections, where the originating material was powdery, dry, or airborne. A fast reader, he had almost made it through the entire stack when they finally reached the gates of Yellowstone’s northeast entrance, with nothing intriguing to show for his efforts. 
Julie looked out the window to see a welcome sign with the “Yellowstone National Park” title and the National Parks Service arrowhead logo. The wooden sign had been placed atop a log display, surrounded by a freshly manicured garden of flowers, shrubs, and small trees. Behind it, the sprawling landscape lay in invitation, beckoning the three-million-plus visitors each year into miles of protected forests and open terrain. 
The road narrowed slightly and pointed them toward an entrance area with a service building standing sentry nearby. In front of the building, Julie saw two police officers and a few rangers and park personnel milling about. Two police cruisers were parked facing each other on the road, blocking the entrance. Outside the service building, a white tent had been constructed, and Julie could see that it was meant for hazmat teams from her own organization for the mobile treatment of any infected individuals found inside the park. 
“Are they going to let us in?” Julie asked.
“The north and northeast entrances are open year-round, so we should be able to get in. I’ve got my access badge, but I’m not sure about you.” 
One of the police officers had seen their truck coming toward them and walked into the road, standing in front of the police vehicle. He held up his arms and began waving them down. 
“Well, maybe I was wrong,” Ben muttered under his breath as he slowed the truck to a stop and rolled down the window.
The police officer almost had to stand on his toes to see into the truck’s high window, but he removed his sunglasses and spoke loudly over the rumble of the engine. “Park’s closed,” he said. “No access in or out.” 
“I understand,” Ben answered, removing the ID badge from his wallet. “I work here though, and she’s —”
“Doesn’t matter.” The police officer cut him off, curtly. “No one in or out. You can turn around right here, then head back on this road…” His voice trailed off as he pointed in the direction from which they’d come.
“Officer, I’m going to need to get into the park. We’ve got information on this virus, and —”
“Son, I’m not going to ask you again. Park access is prohibited. Get home, stay inside, and keep watching the news.”
Ben gritted his teeth and revved the engine. As the officer stepped backward, Ben spun the truck around him and accelerated onto the north-bound side of the road. 
“That was helpful,” Julie said. 
Malcolm called up from the back of the truck. “Now what?” 
Ben didn’t answer. He drove another mile and turned left onto a dirt road leading back to the southwest, and sped up again. They bounced over the uneven, rocky road and swerved between trees that jutted out over their heads. “This is a private access road. There are four other public entrances to the park, just like the one back there. But there are a thousand little roads like this one that crisscross the entire area. I doubt they’ll be monitoring these smaller ones, at least not at the park borders.” 
“Won’t they still find us? There are probably hazmat and outbreak teams from every branch of government and local police forces inside the park.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” Malcolm answered. “They’ll know soon enough that we’re here, but if we don’t get to that lab and figure out what makes this thing stop, it will be too late anyway.” 
As a confirmation, Ben poked at the radio until he found a news station. It didn’t take long — one station was playing a prerecorded commercial, but the second he tried was broadcasting a nationwide message. He turned the volume up as an anchor’s voice solemnly dictated the latest update.
“…Reports are in that the viral outbreak has extended as far south as Albuquerque, New Mexico, and as far east as Wichita, Kansas. Experts from the CDC and other sources suggest that if the outbreak can be contained, the death toll will rise to around 10,000 people, but if not, that number could skyrocket to more than a million. Estimates predict that number to be far too conservative, especially if the trajectory of the disease places it anywhere near the western seaboard.
“As a reminder, please stay inside, try not to interact with anyone outside of your immediate family, and stay tuned to news and radio updates.” 
The anchor signed off, promising another update in an hour, and went to a commercial break. Ben punched the power button. 
“Well that’s dire,” Julie said. Her voice was hoarse, weak. 
“It is, but we can change it. They don’t know how large-scale this could be, and they don’t understand the virus like we do. They’re doing what they’ve been trained to do — throw resources at this problem until it goes away, trying to limit the fatalities as much as possible. We don’t need more people studying it, just the right ones, with the right information.”
“That’s why we need to get to the lab,” Ben said. He smashed the gas pedal, sending the already fast-moving truck hurtling over potholes and bumps as if they were no more than pebbles on the road. 
Minutes later, they reached the lab facility. It was a brownish-tinged building, painted to blend into the surrounding forest and not stick out to any vacationers camped nearby. Ben pulled the truck onto the long driveway, relieved to find that it was paved, flat, and straight. He parked outside the main entrance. The building was dark and appeared unoccupied — not a surprise, considering the park’s staff had been released shortly after the explosion. 
Julie opened her door and prepared to step out of the truck when her phone rang. She answered it. 
“Stephens? You want to explain to me what the hell happened back —”
“Julie, listen. I’m sorry about that. That was Livingston’s decision, not mine. I’m back at the office, and I just found out that he put a redirect on my outgoing emails…”
The mention of David Livingston’s name caused Julie to choke up. She remembered Randy’s words as he delivered the news. A suicide, the gun lying next to his head on his desk at home. She still couldn’t believe it. 
“Where are you?”
“We — I’m at Yellowstone. We’re trying to —” She felt a hand on her arm and looked up. Ben was staring at her, shaking his head. 
“What?” she mouthed the words. 
“Trying to what, Julie? What are you up to? You need to get away from there, before this gets out of hand.”
She looked back at Ben, meeting his eyes. Again, slowly, he shook his head. 
“Sorry — Benjamin, I can’t. We’re close. I can’t give you an update right now, but I —”
“Julie! You can’t afford to keep gallivanting around. If Livingston finds out…”
The words tumbled from her mouth before she could control them. “Stephens, where have you been? What are you doing?” 
There was a pause. 
“I’m — I’m… working on this, too, Julie. What do you mean?” 
She waited a moment, then continued. “Okay, I know. I’m sorry. Just… don’t worry about Livingston. Listen, we need to go. Okay? I’ll check in tonight, after we leave.” 
“Okay…” the voice was shaky, uncertain. “Okay, you’re right. Keep at it, Julie. Let me know what you need.”
She thanked him and hung up, then looked at the other two passengers in the truck. 
“He doesn’t know already?” Malcolm asked. 
“I… I guess not.”
Ben frowned. He thought for a few seconds, then put the truck in park and opened his door, still shaking his head. He looked up sharply and caught Julie’s attention. 
“What is it?” she asked. 
“Look,” Ben said. He held out his left arm and pulled his sleeve up. The rash had disappeared from his exposed hand, and his arm looked almost completely normal, replaced by his natural skin tone. His right arm looked similar. Julie checked out her own rash and found the same to be true. 
“It’s gone,” she said. 
“Almost. Come on, we need to get in there. Whatever’s left of the virus in our systems is the only hope we have left to figure out what this is.” 
“But why’s it going away? I feel fine, too.”
Malcolm had exited the truck and was helping Ben examine the open skin on his hands and arms. “It appears as though it’s naturally run its course and is now dying on its own.” 
“Is that what happened to you?” Julie asked. 
“No,” he replied. “I never had an actual rash outbreak, at least not as I remember. I could have been sedated, or comatose. But most likely I was injected with a small amount of the stuff to test its effects and find a cure. That was enough to inoculate me.”
They nodded, then slammed the doors to the truck and turned to enter the laboratory building. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
 
“THE LAB WAS BUILT IN the ‘80s for onsite research,” Ben explained. “It’s not actually used much, since it’s not really a specific type of lab.” 
“What do you mean?” Malcolm asked. 
“It’s got tools that would be useful for a high school science classroom, but it’s not specific enough to be considered a chemistry lab or a biology one. It’s also not quite big enough to be helpful for our geologists, geographers, or animal scientists.” 
Malcolm muttered something under his breath and continued exploring the small room. 
“Why build it, then?” Julie asked. She’d already found a collection of microscopes and was preparing one, searching the drawers for glass slides. 
“They thought it would be nice to have a sort of ‘front line’ lab, so they don’t have to wait around for outside help to come, or travel hundreds of miles to a university.” 
Julie had finished setting up the standard issue compound light microscope on a table in the corner of the room. 
“Everything okay?” Ben asked. 
“No,” she answered. “This is a compound scope, and there’s no way there’s enough power to magnify anything smaller than a bug. I wish there was a transmission-electron in here. Even an LVEM or something would be fine.” 
Ben simply stared back at her.
“Sorry — this will have to work. It’s not going to get us all the way there, but it might be enough to measure chemical reactions and test for an antidote. Come here.” 
Ben stepped forward, and she reached for his arm. He pulled back, reacting involuntarily. 
“Chill. I’m not going to bite.” She reached again, and this time Ben let her lift his right arm and roll up his sleeve. “Dr. Fischer, would you mind helping me?” 
Malcolm jogged over to the corner of the room as Julie whipped out a strand of latex she’d found amongst the assortment of scientific equipment. She handed Ben’s arm to Malcolm, who held it precariously in front of him. As he held it, she tied the latex band around Ben’s upper arm, causing the veins to bulge as the blood became restricted. 
She then picked up a small syringe and poked it into one of the veins. The chamber began to fill with a deep crimson color. 
“Geez,” Ben said. “You didn’t test it for rabies or anything.” 
“Rabies is the least of your worries,” Julie answered, focusing on holding the syringe straight. “Besides, I doubt that would be the problem with these needles. God knows how long they’ve been here.” As a sort of flourish, she blew on the latex band and the syringe that was plunged into the vein. A thin veil of dust sprung from their surfaces, causing all three to blink and look away. 
“Ah, right. Seems perfectly safe.” 
She shushed him, then withdrew the syringe slowly from his arm. 
“How much do you need? Seems like overkill,” Malcolm said. 
“I don’t know how many units are left inside the bloodstream or if we’ll be able to see it at all. Plus, the virus is wearing off, as we saw earlier. I may not have time to extract more later, since the units might be working their way out.” 
She placed the cap on the syringe chamber and loaded another. This one, she stuck into her own arm, not bothering to check for a vein or tie off her upper arm. 
“Units?” Ben asked. 
“Like chickenpox,” she answered.
Malcolm and Ben still didn’t understand. 
“I’m developing a hypothesis about it, but it’s pretty simple. Imagine a kid has chickenpox — the varicella zoster virus — and has a birthday party. Some kid comes to the birthday party and gives the birthday boy one unit of the virus. That unit multiplies — as viruses do — to a certain point, until the virus has physically manifested itself in the host’s body.” 
“Little red bumps all over his skin.” 
“Yes, exactly. But that’s it. It doesn’t ever really get worse than the bumps, though as you might remember, those bumps are bad enough. The virus has reached its ‘critical mass’ in the kid’s system. The units have reached their maximum exposure ratio, and they won’t — can’t — proliferate any more. But he’s still very contagious, too. Since the virus is at critical mass, every kid who comes over will probably get it, right?”
“Unless they’ve already had it,” Malcolm said.
“And then they’ll do the oatmeal baths and stuff and eventually the virus goes away,” Ben added. 
 Julie nodded, removed the full syringe from her arm, and continued. “Well, this virus-bacteria is a bit different. Let’s say the kid was infected with a unit of this… stuff. Whatever it is. That one unit would reproduce and multiply into ten units, become contagious, and spread to other people, just like the chickenpox. They’d all get infected, it would grow to ten units in each of them, and they’d all be contagious — but still alive.” 
“So far, so good,” Ben said. “Except for the life-threatening rash.” 
“But, if the kid is infected with more than ten units initially, it’s over. He’s quarantined, but the effect is devastating — the virus is too much for the body to handle and will begin to shut down."
“The body can’t handle more than ten units?” Malcolmasked. 
“Well, ten is an arbitrary number, but in this scenario, yes. Whatever number of units our virus needs to reach critical mass is the amount of virus that can ‘safely’ infect a person. Anything over that, and the host dies. Below that —”
“And it reproduces itself up to that number but doesn’t go over,” Ben finished.
Julie nodded. “That’s my hypothesis. After that, the virus naturally works its way out of the host’s system, rendering them immune to further attack.”
Ben and Malcolm thought about this a moment. It made sense — hypothetical or not — and both men nodded their approval. 
“I’m guessing that whenever we were exposed to the disease, it was only a small amount,” Ben said. “Less than critical mass. It’s run its course and is now working its way out.” 
They heard the laboratory door slam shut, and all three turned to look. A tall, thin man stepped into view, smiling. “That’s exactly right, Mr. Bennett. What a precise deduction.”
“Benjamin?” Julie asked, jumping up from her perch near the table and microscope. “What — how are you here?” 
“I was already on the way,” he responded, coming closer to them. “When I called, I was already in the area. I thought I’d check in with you in person, since our tech communication seems to be consistently ineffective.” 
Julie didn’t respond.
“Don’t worry, Julie. Ben —” he turned to look at the third man in the room, hesitated for a split second, and frowned. “Mr. — I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.” Benjamin Stephens walked over to Malcolm and stretched out his hand. 
“Dr., actually. Dr. Malcolm Fischer.”
“Right. Dr. Fischer. My apologies.” Stephens had the room completely focused on him, and he savored the moment. “Sorry for my intrusion. As I mentioned, I merely came to help. Julie, what can I do?” 
Julie thought about it for a few seconds. “You agreed with Ben when you walked in. Why? What do you know about the virus?” 
“Well, for starters, as I’m sure you’ve already discovered, it’s not actually a virus. Or, to be specific, it’s not only a virus.” 
“We’re past that already, Stephens,” Julie said. “How do you know that?” 
“Julie, my job is to collate and organize information. Every disease prevention authority in the country is working on the same thing you are. I saw a report yesterday that confirmed your theory of a viral-bacterial strain.” 
Stephens had stopped in front of a square table in the center of the room. He pulled out a folding chair from beneath it and sat down. He placed his arms on top of the table as he spoke. Trying to appear submissive, Ben noticed. 
“I also found out where the strain originated.” 
At these words, Malcolm stepped toward him, then halted. 
“The virus is the byproduct of an ancient extinct plant that was found inside Native American baskets in a Canadian cave. An unlucky Russian expedition found it and thus became the virus’s first modern casualties.” 
“Who told you that?” Malcolm asked, his voice low, almost a whisper. Ben reached out and held the man’s shoulder. 
“Again, it’s just some of the information that’s come across my desk.” Stephens turned and looked directly at Julie. “Julie, that’s why I’m here. I’ve been sending this stuff to you for days, but I know you haven’t been getting it.” 
She shook her head. 
“I sent it up to a lab, and they’ve been processing it with the CDC as well. From what we can tell, someone found that original strain, put some sort of protective ‘shell’ around it, and created the ‘super virus’ we’re now dealing with.”
Stephens stood up, and Julie saw Ben cross his arms. 
“But like I said, I couldn’t get through to you. It seems like Brown found some sort of redirect on my account, but he didn’t set it up. Maybe Livingston —”
“Livingston’s dead,” Julie said. 
Stephens was about to continue, but Julie’s words stopped him in his tracks. “Excuse me?” 
“Livingston,” Julie repeated. “He’s dead.”
“But…” 
“They found him at his home, in his office. Suicide.” 
Stephens’ face seemed to scrunch a bit around the eyes, for the briefest amount of time. But as soon as Julie noticed it, it disappeared. She must have taken him by surprise. 
“You — you can’t be serious,” he said. 
“Stephens, I wouldn’t joke about this. You know that.” She turned to watch Ben’s and Malcolm’s reactions. Both men stood still, stoically gazing toward Stephens. They were watching his reaction, she realized. 
Stephens seemed to falter a bit, taking a step back. He grabbed the corner of a table and steadied himself. “But… but that…” his voice trailed off. 
“Stephens.” Julie’s voice was strained, but she tried to pull him back in. “Benjamin. I know it’s insane, but we have to keep moving forward.” 
He nodded. 
“Can you tell us the rest? What else do you know about the virus?”
He swallowed, but began to speak. “Well, as you already know, our organization isn’t exactly swift when it comes to handling crises, but there have been a few departments that have had a little success modeling the strain and calculating its progression.” He walked back to the chair and sat back down at the table. Julie found a bottle of water and brought it over to him. 
“They found out that the agent works by infecting the bloodstream, but also the air around its host. It sort of ‘festers’ inside the host, releasing particulates through the skin — likely the reason we see a physical manifestation in the outer epidermis.” 
“The rashes and boils,” Julie said. 
“Right. So it spreads to a human host through the air — it doesn’t need direct contact with blood or fluids, just time and close proximity. Once it’s in the bloodstream, it moves to the internal organs, where it proliferates and reaches viral titre for contagion.”
“What’s viral titre?” Malcolm asked.
“Viral load. It’s like a concentration of the actual virus. The point at which the virus will infect enough cells to become contagious.” 
“The critical mass,” Julie added, explaining it to the two men standing next to her.
“Exactly. The lab reported that anything below around 8,000 copies per milliliter of the virus is considered below the danger line. Above it, the host can’t contain the virus in its own body, and the strain tries to jump to another host within range. If it doesn’t jump and proliferate there, the initial host’s systems will shut down. If it can jump, it will, causing the titre to drop by half in both hosts.” 
“Does proliferation continue from there?” Julie asked.
“It does, but only to that magic line of viral load — somewhere around 8,000 copies. If the load is higher than 16,000 when it jumps, though, both hosts have a concentration of higher than 8,000 cpm. The virus will continue to spread inside their systems, consuming cells and antibodies mainly, but also overloading vital organs.” 
“So the answer is to find a third host?” Malcolm asked. Ben was nodding along, trying to piece it together as Stephens explained. 
“Right. And then a fourth, fifth, and on, until the virus has equally spread through these hosts and the titre count drops below 8,000 in each.” 
“What happens then?” 
“We don’t know,” Stephens said. “But it dies on its own, somehow. Initial tests have shown that it starts to clear up within a day or two, and works its way completely out an infected host within a week.” 
“Ok, so we don’t have an antidote for it, yet. But we know that it goes away on its own?” 
Stephens nodded. “It does, but like I said, only when the concentration in the host is low enough. Under load, it will increase to the point of becoming contagious to others, but then stop, immunizing the host.” His eyes flicked to Malcolm. “Over the viral load, however, and it will completely destroy the host’s internal system.”
“That’s good news, Stephens,” Ben said. “But we’re running out of time. This thing’s spreading around the country, and it’s not slowing down. Plus —”
“The bomb,” Julie finished. 
“Right,” Stephens said, nodding. “The bomb. Any ideas as to where it is?”
“No, not yet.”
“Okay, well I can help. Julie, why don’t you and I —”
“You’re not going anywhere with her,” Ben said, stepping forward. 
“Excuse me?” 
“You’re not leaving.” Ben said again.
“Ben,” Julie said, coming up alongside him. “What’s the deal?” 
Stephens stood up from the chair again, frowning. He looked at Ben, scrutinizing him. 
Before he could react, Ben took another step forward and punched Stephens in the gut, hard. Stephens doubled over, trying to catch his breath. 
“Ben!” Malcolm ran toward him, but Ben held up his arm to halt his approach.
“Stop — let me deal with this.” He turned back to Stephens. “What else do you do, Stephens?” 
“Wh — what are you talking about?” 
“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Who are you working with?” 
Julie became panicked as she looked between the two men standing in front of her. “Ben, wait, just —” 
Ben grabbed Stephens under the chin and hoisted him up straight. He delivered another blow to the man’s side. “It’s not just that you were suspicious to me from the beginning,” he said. “You came in here, somehow finding the road without, apparently, outside help. These back roads aren’t on any map, and we’ve specifically removed them from GPS data feeds to make sure wandering tourists don’t end up finding a back entrance to the park.” 
Julie watched the exchange, mouth agape. 
“I — it was the IT… Randall. He got me here. He helped me find —”
“That’s not true,” Julie said. Ben looked at her, surprised. “Randy didn’t even know we were coming here. I didn’t tell him where we were going, and even if he tried to track me through my phone somehow, he wouldn’t be able to do in time to send you our coordinates until we were here. You showed up minutes after we arrived, Stephens.” 
Stephens’ eyes grew wide. “Seriously? You don’t think —”
“Explain how you know so much about this virus,” Ben said. “You’re a research assistant, right? You collect research and deliver it to Julie?” 
Stephens’ nostrils flared, and he gritted his teeth. 
“And I saw the way you looked at Dr. Fischer when you mentioned ‘immunization.’ How did you know that he was immune?” 
“I didn’t!” 
“You did. I saw it in your eyes. You knew exactly who he was the moment you walked in here, didn’t you? You’ve seen him before!”
Stephens’ eyes darted back and forth from Julie to Ben to Malcolm. Ben grabbed him again and started to swing his arm back. A slight smile escaped the side of Stephens’ mouth, and just as quickly, it vanished. 
Ben stopped, shocked. “You do know something, don’t you?” 
A look of anger washed over Stephens’ face. He spat.
Ben punched him in the jaw, sending the man’s head hurtling backward as it absorbed the blow. Ben winced in pain, opening and closing his fist. 
Stephens didn’t react. He stared coldly back at Ben. 
Ben hit him again. Julie ran forward and grabbed his arm, trying to stop the attack.
When Stephens’ head came back up this time, Julie saw a trickle blood dripping just next to his mouth. 
His smiling mouth. 
Stephens spat out a mouthful of blood, then spoke. “You just couldn’t figure it out, could you?” 
Julie was stunned. “What are you talking about?” 
He laughed. A chuckle, slowly rolling out of his bleeding mouth. “It’s too late anyway. Too late.” 
Ben looked at Julie, silently asking her what to do. She shook her head, and Ben dropped his hand. 
“It’s too late. Too late —”
“Too late for what?” she yelled at Stephens. 
“You can’t save them. Couldn’t save them. Diana Torres, Charlie Furmann, David Livingston. And the others. You can’t save them now.” 
Ben took a step back. Stephens. It was him — the man who’d killed them. And Diana.
His mother.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four
 
JULIE COULDN’T BELIEVE WHAT SHE was hearing. There was Stephens’ confession, but mainly the unbelievable scope of what Stephens claimed he’d done. Following Julie’s threads of evidence and research to Diana Torres’ door, then to Charlie Furmann and Livingston. Anyone who’d gotten in his way had paid the ultimate price. 
Not to mention however many others they didn’t know about. 
Julie was beside herself. She’d worked with Stephens long enough to trust him, to even grow fond of him. He was a smart kid, and he worked hard. 
But he’d betrayed her. 
He’d betrayed them all.
She didn’t know how to respond. Malcolm was also shocked, still recovering from Ben’s attack on Stephens. He slumped in the corner, leaning on the table Julie had been using as a lab table.
Ben, however, did know how to respond. Julie watched as Ben laid into Stephens, landing punches as fast as his arms would allow. They weren’t targeted well, and many brushed Stephens’ head and shoulders. Ben lacked control, and he wasn’t putting much force into the blows. It was an emotional reaction, one Julie and Malcolm were both astonished to see. 
But it made sense. 
The man in front of her had killed Ben’s mother. He had been the cause of her infection and eventual death, all while Stephens led them through a dead-end maze. 
But why?
The question nagged at her. She hadn’t noticed it the first time, focused instead on overcoming the initial shock of Ben’s accusation, and the subsequent revelation that he’d been right. 
Still, the question was there, and she had to know the answer. 
“Why?” she asked, softly. Then again, louder. “Why, Stephens?”
He looked up at her, and Ben stopped swinging. 
“Why?”
Ben stepped back, his breathing labored from the exertion, and also looked at Julie. 
Waiting for the answer.
But Stephens only laughed, gurgling blood that had filled his mouth. He spat, a wry smile on his face. “It’s too late,” he said.
“You mentioned that already. But I’ll make that decision for myself,” Ben said. “Where’s the bomb, Stephens? I know it’s in the park somewhere. In the caves, like you said on the phone?” 
“You’ll never find it,” he replied. 
“Stephens, please,” Julie said. Stephens just shook his head. 
“Like I said,” Stephens said, looking at each of them in turn. “It’s too late. America isn’t united enough to save itself.” 
Julie cocked her head. Where had she heard that before?
“This country values freedom, but you and I both know that ‘freedom’ is a joke. We’re somewhere between a third-world country with a corrupt government and an overbearing corporation on the scale of how free we really are. Americans now hold on to every scrap of ‘freedom’ they can find, including their own individuality —” 
Ben stepped forward and punched Stephens again. “Where is the bomb?” he yelled. 
Stephens staggered backward, nearly losing his balance. He seemed dizzy, but remained standing. Then he looked up sharply. He started to laugh as he withdrew something from his coat pocket. 
The small glass cylinder was filled with a liquid of some sort, and a large hypodermic needle glinted in the fluorescent light of the lab room. 
Without warning, Stephens shoved the syringe into his arm. 
His eyes fell backwards into his head, but rolled forward again a few seconds later. He sniffed, then spoke. “As I said, Harvey, it’s too late. America is not united enough to save itself. It doesn’t matter now, whether you find your bomb or not.” Suddenly his mouth began to leak saliva, foaming around the edges. “I would leave, if I were you,” he continued. “This is a highly concentrated specimen of the strain, and I estimate there is less than a minute before I become contagious.” 
Julie winced as the virus visibly tore through the man’s body, ripping it apart from the inside out. She also winced at the meaning behind the man’s words. 
Highly concentrated specimen. 
Ben lunged forward, throwing Stephens’ body back against the far wall. Even with the virus destroying the man’s body, he still didn’t fall. 
“We’re immune, Stephens,” Ben said. “Remember?” He pulled the sleeve of his left arm up and held it up to Stephens’ face. “You took too long. The virus has already died out of our systems, and we’re now immunized to it. And Dr. Fischer —” Ben nodded toward the professor. “He’s been immune, but you already knew that, didn’t you?” 
Julie watched the exchange, piecing everything together. She thought through Stephens’ explanations; she considered the specific words he’d used. 
“Ben…” she tried to coax him backward, but Ben wasn’t listening. 
“You led us here, to our deaths, for what? For your amusement?” 
Stephens was smiling again, and he reached back into his pocket. “No,” he whispered. 
Ben frowned. 
“It was an experiment. My experiment. I told them no one would be able to figure it out, and that it was an embarrassment on our part to accomplish something so miraculous and not have the satisfaction of watching it unfold. Up close.” 
“So you let us figure it out?” Ben asked.
“There will be nothing left,” he said. “America will be a barren wasteland, Harvey. The end is justified, but what about the means? What about my reward, knowing that my role has been fulfilled?” The man’s voice began rising, his face showing more and more emotion. “I was groomed — born — for this role,” he continued. “And I must get the satisfaction of knowing it was foolproof. I had to finish it here, to watch you die, just like the rest will.” 
Julie’s eyes widened as Stephens’ hand came out of his coat. 
“And no one is immune from death,” Stephens said, holding a gun up to Ben’s chest. He flicked off the safety, staring into Ben’s eyes the entire time. “You’ve performed your role admirably, Mr. Bennett. Now let me perform mine.” 
He pulled the trigger. 
Julie felt her body being pushed aside as a dark form rushed past her. She stared, helpless, as Ben’s body flew sideways toward the tables in the center of the room. She screamed, sprinting at Stephens as he aimed the second shot directly at her. 
She collided with Stephens headfirst, sending her forehead into the man’s sternum. She felt his lungs expand rapidly, involuntarily gasping for air. She kept moving forward, now back on her feet. She ran full-speed through the man’s slender body, lifting it off the floor and smashing it into the wall. Glass vials and beakers, along with a stack of neatly filed papers, exploded from their location along the back table and down onto the hard floor. The sound of breaking glass and chaos almost blocked out the sound of her own screaming. 
Almost. 
She reared back with her fists and pummeled Stephens, who was lying haphazardly across the table. She aimed for the same spot Ben had hit him earlier — just below his eye where a gaping wound was forming. She punched, again and again, and he eventually stopped moving. 
She took a step back, breathing heavily. Julie noticed that her coworker’s skin had begun to rise, as if he’d been filled with water like a balloon. She knew that the virus had moved completely through his body, but she was astonished at how quickly he’d reacted to it. 
There must have been a very heavy concentration of the virus inside that vial. The realization terrified her.
Purplish welts had formed on his exposed skin, both from the virus and the bruising he’d received from Julie and Ben. She watched as his skin changed hue from a purplish tint to a lighter red, and finally noticed that his breathing had stopped. She waited another few moments and then checked his vitals. 
Dead.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five
 
BEN HEARD JULIE SAY HIS name from somewhere behind him. 
“Ben…” it was forceful, yet hesitant. A warning. 
Still, he moved forward. He hadn’t felt emotions like these for over a decade, ever since his dad had been taken. 
“You led us here, to our deaths, for what? For your amusement?” he asked the questions pointedly, as if he already knew the answer. Did he?
Stephens smiled. “No. It was an experiment. My experiment. I told them no one would be able to figure it out, and that it was an embarrassment on our part to accomplish something so miraculous and not have the satisfaction of watching it unfold. Up close.” 
Ben asked the next question carefully. He wanted to get closer, to try to subdue Stephens. “So you let us figure it out?” He took a step forward. Careful. He treated the situation like his many encounters with wild animals. Don’t approach directly when possible, but don’t move too quickly. 
Another step. 
Stephens kept talking, but Ben had already tuned him out. He was focusing on the hunt, trying to sneak his way into Stephens’ personal space. He knew Stephens wasn’t an animal, but that was to Ben’s benefit. Stephens was acting emotionally, based not on animal instinct but human perception. Ben could rely on a slower reaction time from him because of that.
But as he planned his move, he caught sight of Stephens’ arm. It swung upward, cradling a weapon. 
“You’ve performed your role admirably, Mr. Bennett,” he heard Stephens say. “Now let me perform mine.” 
Ben tried to lunge forward, but he couldn’t get his mind to form the directions to send out to his body. It was happening slowly, as if he were watching a movie in slow motion. He felt his feet move, slowly at first, then more quickly. 
But not quickly enough. 
He’d never make it to Stephens in time. The gun rose a little more, now pointing at Ben’s chest. 
He thought he saw the muzzle of the pistol flash, a small bristle of fire lancing from its barrel, but his vision suddenly went white. He felt something, too, a crashing pain that hit him from his side, knocking him off of his feet.
He was flying. Blinded and in pain, but he knew the sensation of vertigo. He tried to reach his arms out to stop the fall, but he had no idea if his arms had registered the order or not. 
Then he heard the explosion from the gun. It was louder than he thought it would be — he’d always been on the sending end of a gun barrel. It deafened him. 
Blind, in pain, and now deaf. 
And still falling. 
When he hit the ground, he felt another pain similar to the first. It started on his arm and shoulder, then his hip and leg. 
This can’t be right.

It was a point-blank shot — how could Stephens have missed? He should have felt something in his chest. 
Right?
He tried to blink, trying to convince his senses to return.
Nothing but pain. 
Still, it was a dull pain — throbbing, but manageable. What happened? 
He breathed, now realizing he’d been holding his breath. His lungs struggled with the weight, trying to push it off of him. 
Why was there a weight on top of him?
He began to see. First the lights of the lab creeped into his vision, then a darker shadow. 
A man’s face. 
Malcolm Fischer’s face.
He gasped, pushing upward with his throbbing hands. The weight was the man’s body, and Ben used all his might to heave it up and off of him. He struggled for a few seconds until Malcolm fell to the side, freeing Ben. 
Ben sat up, blinking. 
When his vision fully returned, he saw Malcolm’s body lying next to his, upside down, in a crimson pool of blood. 
No…
He reached out and felt behind the professor’s neck. 
Come on, he willed. Wake up.
But then he saw the professor’s brown coat, wrapped around the older man. A small hole was leaking blood, almost dead-center in the man’s back. 
The exit wound. 
He heard sobbing and looked up. Julie was standing over him, tears falling from her face. 
“B — Ben,” she muttered. “I thought you…” 
Her voice trailed off as she finally saw Malcolm lying next to him. 
“Oh my God,” she whispered. “He — he saved you.” 
Ben just nodded. “Where’s Stephens?” Anger flashed behind his eyes, and he stood. He saw the man immediately, lying across a table against the wall, unmoving. 
She pointed to her coworker’s body. “I — I attacked him, but I think the virus had already done its job.” 
Again, Ben nodded. He gently stepped over Malcolm’s body and reached Julie, pulling her close. She began to sob, trying to talk. He wrapped a hand around the back of her head and slowly pushed her face forward, onto his shoulder. He stroked her hair, letting her cry.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six 

THE TRUCK BOUNCED OVER ANOTHER pothole in the dirt road. Julie was again in the passenger seat, staring out the window. Every few seconds, she sniffed, holding back tears that she knew would eventually come.
They’d left the lab a mess — two dead bodies, one extremely contagious, and both bleeding onto the white tiled floor. Ben had held her for a minute, slowly rocking her as they both waited in silence. 
Waited for nothing. 
No help would come, and she now felt the true realization of Stephens’ double-crossing. 
It had hit her hard, that first moment she understood. 
They were alone.
As they stood there, she thought about the mess of it all. But as chaotic as it was, it was flawless. The execution of it, from the initial blast to the spreading virus, down to Stephens’ own arrogant desire to watch it unfold from a front-row seat. 
He’d told them everything. It was cryptic and difficult to understand, at best, but it was complete. 
He’d wanted it that way — to watch them suffer through the pain of searching, only to see their helpless eyes as he unleashed his weapon. 
His final move. 
Checkmate.
She looked at Ben as he drove. “I can’t believe he knew, Ben. The whole time.” 
Ben nodded slowly. She saw his knuckles turn white as he gripped the wheel. “I know,” he said softly. “But there’s still something I don’t understand. The syringe — why’d he do it? I mean, inject himself with the stuff? He could have just shot us.”
“No, that’s just it.” She frowned. “I figured it out right before he tried to shoot you.” 
“Really?” 
“Yeah. Ben — he’s the endgame. He’s the final piece.” 
“I know. He orchestrated the whole thing, and —”
“No, Ben — he is part of the bomb.” 
Ben frowned, but quickly his eyes grew wide. “He’s…” 
“Stephens had to make sure he was in the park because he is supposed to be the final piece of the puzzle. Remember what happened when the first bomb went off? It sent a payload of the virus into the air, which contaminated a lot of the area. But this second bomb can’t carry that payload — it’ll be too big. And if it’s going to go off anywhere around that caldera —” 
“Then the eruption from the volcano beneath us will more than eradicate the strain.” 
“Right,” she said. “A bomb too small won’t destroy the underground structure enough to cause an eruption, but a bomb too big will just incinerate the payload.” 
“So,” Ben said, thinking aloud. “To make sure you get both the volcanic eruption and the virus to be spread, you have to place the viral payload far enough away from the initial blast that it’s safe from that explosion, but close enough to the caldera that the resulting eruption will send the payload into the atmosphere.
“And Stephens is the viral payload.” 
Julie sighed. “Like I said, he’s part of the bomb.” 
“Then I need to find that bomb,” Ben said, “and you need to get out of the park.” He pushed the accelerator to the floor, and the truck swerved, barely missing a deep hole in the road. 
She looked over at him. “Excuse me?” 
“You heard me. I’m not letting you get anywhere near that eruption.” 
Julie stiffened her jaw, annoyed.
“Ben, listen to yourself,” she said. “You’re not making any sense. You explained it to me, remember? If that bomb goes off, it starts a chain reaction. There’s no place in two hundred
miles that’s safe.” 
Ben shrugged. “Still —”
“No, Ben. Stop. Forget it. Where are you going to drop me off? Ten miles from here? Twenty? How much time are you going to waste trying to get me away from the blast zone? And how long do you think you have before the bomb actually goes off?” 
Ben started to answer, but instead turned the radio on. The news report was already in progress, and he turned up the volume. It was a computerized message, reading a pre-written response. 
“…Local police and SWAT teams on high-alert for riot activity, including looting. Please stay indoors, and remain out of contact with anyone outside of immediate family. Contaminated areas include as a southern border Las Cruces, New Mexico. Western border, Kansas City. Eastern border Reno, Nevada. CDC and FEMA have prepared quarantine stations at many metropolitan areas. Please visit www…”
He turned the volume down again as Julie spoke. 
“It’s not true,” she said. 
“What?” 
“The report. The CDC can’t mobilize that many quarantines that fast. They’re just not set up for it. And FEMA… There’s just no way.” 
“At least they’re doing something,” Ben said. 
“What? What could they possibly be doing?” Julie asked, her voice growing emotional. “Stephens kept me in the dark the entire time, and he murdered the man who’s supposed to be at the front of this thing, keeping the investigation moving forward.” 
“Okay, well what do you want to do, then?” Ben asked. He slowed the truck. 
Julie thought for a moment. “We’re it, Ben. We’re the only people close enough to do anything about it. We’ve got to find that bomb, and fast. And don’t get any ideas about ditching me on the side of the road somewhere.” 
Ben looked at her for a minute, considering the offer. He nodded, then sped up again.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven
 
“HOW MANY POTHOLES ARE ON these roads?” Julie asked. “I’m seriously thinking about getting out and walking.” 
Ben smiled, for a moment forgetting the massive predicament they were in. “You know, you’ve got a fantastic ability to ignore the present circumstances and joke around.” 
She shot him a look. “You think I’m joking?” She made a show of readjusting herself on her seat, wincing in mock pain. 
“Sorry,” he said, shrugging. “I’m trying to stay off the larger park roads — it should be abandoned, but we can’t be too careful. Just hang on;, the lake’s coming up in a few minutes.” 
She groaned, but didn’t argue. Instead, she opened her laptop and connected to the wireless internet tethered from her cellphone. For a few minutes, she checked for new emails, updates on the spreading virus, and sent a few emails up the chain of command at the CDC. They both knew it was a long shot, as the CDC was already doing everything they could to stop the spread of the virus, and their ability to provide research support had been extremely stifled by Stephens’ work before. After a few minutes of clicking around, she closed the computer. 
“Try calling again?” Ben asked. 
“There’s no point,” she replied. “Anyone there is already deployed at a waypoint or helping with disaster relief. We need to get to an actual location, then —”
“Julie, we’ve talked about this,” Ben said. “We can’t risk it. Like you just said, most of your teams are going to have already been deployed, or will be. And we don’t have the time to drive all the way there.” 
“I know, I know,” Julie said, exasperated. “It’s just… frustrating. I feel so helpless. I’ve always been the person to rush in, take charge, you know?” 
Ben smiled from the side of his mouth. “I do know. And what we’re trying to do out here is much more helpful than just driving to a CDC branch and talking to the office staff. There’s nothing that needs to happen back there yet. Let’s get this bomb taken care of, and we can go from there.” 
“But how do we even know where the bomb is?”
“It’s under the lake,” Ben answered, his voice confident. As he said the words, a sign flew past on the right side of the road with the words “Yellowstone Lake - 1 Mile” printed on it.
“Ben, Livingston’s already checked there. Remember? He sent a team of geologists and excavators through most of the caves in the region, and found that tunnel. If there was something there, he would have —”
“Julie, Livingston didn’t tell you that.” 
“He did! He called, and —” she suddenly remembered what Ben was hinting at.
Livingston hadn’t called — Stephens had.
She bolted upright in the seat. “Stephens called, not Livingston. He only said Livingston had sent the team in, and he didn’t have any reason to be communicating with Livingston, which means…” She thought for a moment. “Which means he was lying. Ben, if he was lying, we could be heading in the wrong direction.”
“But we’re not. We’re going exactly where Stephens told us to go. So far he’s double-crossed us at every step, but it’s been his information that’s gotten us this far. He even told us why — he wanted to watch us try to figure it out.” Ben looked at Julie. “If that bomb is actually somewhere in Yellowstone, we’re going to find it exactly where Stephens told us to look.” 
Julie knew he was right — it had to be right. “Yeah, why wouldn’t he just tell us exactly where it is? As insane as he was, he believed it was too late to do anything anyway.”
She hoped Stephens wasn’t right about that. 
“So where is this cave, anyway?” she asked. 
Ben shook his head. “I don’t know. But there’s only one cave I can think of that’s long and deep enough to be a good spot. It has to be close enough to the surface that an explosion would penetrate, but deep enough to affect the magma area below the caldera. It’s a few miles around the lake, once we get there, but the cave isn’t terribly long.” 
“But he cut a tunnel into the side of it, right?”
“Right, and we have no way of knowing how deep that is. But it’s wide enough that we can crouch or slide most of the way through, and there aren’t any major forks. We’ll know right away if we see a manmade tunnel.” 
Ben pulled the truck to the left as the road took a dogleg turn, then he sped up again. This section of the road was considerably better than the one they’d been on, with a gravel base and fewer potholes and bumps. As he aimed the vehicle down the center of the one-lane drive, he couldn’t help but notice the immense beauty of the surrounding country. 
This land had been his only home for over a decade. Diana — his mother — had tried for years to bring him and his brother together again under one roof, but she’d failed. 
Or, rather, he’d failed her. 
After his father died, Ben did the only thing that felt right. He ran away. At the time it hadn’t felt like running away, though, as much as it felt like running toward something. This something was staring down at him as he drove through it. 
The trees, pine and spruce, scraping at the ceiling of the sky, their tops ripping into the vast blue and white. The forest floor, which had acted as his bed for so many nights he couldn’t count them, and the soft prickle of the needles that littered the ground and crunched when he walked. 
And the smell. 
That forest, deep-green, fresh, alive smell. 
The smell was the biggest reason he’d settled here, and he swore he’d never live another day without it. Whether it was a mountaintop in Colorado, the sweeping forests of Yellowstone, or his secluded cabin in Alaska, as long as that smell was there when he arrived, he could live anywhere. 
But it saddened him that he wasn’t there now — home — wherever it was. Even though he was in his own backyard, driving like a madman over roads he was intimately familiar with, he wasn’t truly home. 
He wasn’t sure what was missing, what had changed. 
He looked again at Julie and saw her gazing back at him.
What’ was missing?
The question rose again. 
What’ was missing? 
He silently tried to answer it, to make it go away. But it didn’t — it wouldn’t. He tried again, and failed. 
Ben suddenly realized it wasn’t a question he as asking about his own life — that question had already been answered. Instead, this question was about their mission, about the task at hand. 
What’ was missing?
As he posed the question again, emphasizing different beats, different syllables of each word, the answer struck him at once. 
The reason.
He turned his head sideways, chewing on that answer. The reason was missing. 
The reason Stephens had done it. He wasn’t being paid — he’d given his life for the cause. It couldn’t have been about money, at least not for him. And he wasn’t just a murderer, a basket case with a chip on his shoulder. 
There was something more. 
Something, Ben realized, they should have already figured out. 
A chill came down the back of Ben’s neck as he gripped the steering wheel tightly, all of the possible solutions to the problem suddenly pouring through his mind. 
The plan was, Ben had to admit, all but perfect. If Stephens hadn’t fed them every scrap of information they currently knew, they’d be no better off than the CDC and the rest of the population. They’d be lost, looking for a needle in a haystack. 
No, they wouldn’t even know to look — Stephens was the one who’d told them there was a second bomb. Why had he gone through all the trouble to stage a massive terrorist plot against an entire nation, to then simply die alone?
Even if he was working with a larger organization, as Malcolm had suggested, why make it a point to have witnesses for his suicidal last stand?
To simply die alone?
“Shit,” he whispered. He whipped the truck around, barely coming to a stop. Gravel flew out from the truck’s tires, spraying the trees and bushes growing next to the road and sending birds clamoring out of the way. 
The computer on Julie’s lap slammed against the car door as she shrieked and grasped at the ceiling-mounted handle. 
“What the hell?” she shouted, trying to fight the centrifugal force of the truck’s rotation. “Ben, what’s going on?” 
To die alone.
That was the reason. That had always been the reason. 
No, the answer. 
That had always been the answer. 
Stephens was talking to him, communicating to them still, from beyond the grave. 
“Ben?” 
He wanted them to feel his pain — the very real, human, pain. Isolated, gripping, terrifying pain. 
Alone. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight
 
“THE LITHOSPHERE OF THE EARTH, consisting of the Earth’s crust and upper mantle, is normally just under one hundred miles thick. The outer shell of crust makes up what our entire planet lives on, either on land, in the air, or beneath the sea.” 
The Indian man’s voice crackled through the station’s tube TV, the color long since faded. Officer Darryl Wardley wondered why no one had bothered to change it out, or at least have it fixed. 
Could you even fix tube TVs? 
He thought about the question, finding it genuinely more interesting than this dark-skinned man with glasses on TV talking about stuff he’d long since forgotten. He’d pulled the desk shift this evening, but with the mass hysteria keeping everyone insanely busy lately, it was a welcome rest. He blinked, once again concentrating on the TV.
“This shell is typically between three and five miles thick beneath the Earth’s surface, and closer to thirty-five miles thick on land. 
“The crust section of the lithosphere below the Yellowstone Caldera in Yellowstone National Park is less than two miles thick, meaning that the upper mantle, full of molten rock and magma, is extremely close to the surface. This ‘hotspot’ is one of only a dozen on Earth, and means that the extreme temperatures found within the Earth are much closer to the surface.”
Again, boring. He wondered if there was a game on — maybe baseball, since they always played. If not, there might be a decent hockey game rerun on ESPN, but he’d have to get up to change the channel. Why can’t we afford a Universal Remote Control? He’d been around long enough to know that it wasn’t anyone’s job, so it had probably just never gotten done. He made a mental note to pick one up at Walmart the next time he was there. 
“The last time this caldera erupted was over 640,000 years ago, and the blast was large enough to send ash as far away as the Pacific coast, some of the plains states, and even the Gulf of Mexico.” As the man spoke, the station had superimposed a slide showing a map of the western United States, covered by a red oblong shape — the volcano — and a lighter shaded section labeled “Ash Zone.” 
“Yellowstone has experienced a massive volcanic eruption just about every 600,000 years, and the prior eruptions — 1.3 million and 2.1 million years ago, respectively — were even larger. Actually, because of this fantastically large land area, the Yellowstone Supervolcano is considered to be the largest active volcano in the world.”
Officer Wardley frowned. Volcanoes were huge smoking mountains, he thought. But as he considered the park’s many geologic features, including geysers, hot springs, and smoking fissures in the ground, he changed his mind. Maybe there was a volcano under there after all. His family — wife and three kids — and he had spent many summer vacations there, since it was so close. Only a few hours away, and they’d had numerous friends over the years to travel with. 
The Indian man, Dr. Ramachutran, continued explaining the seismic activity that could be found at the park. “It was extremely lucky that this bomb went off where it did, and not closer to the caldera’s center, and that it was not larger. The right explosion could do more damage than a simple blast — it could potentially fracture the already delicate infrastructure of the plates holding the magma below at bay. In fact, since many scientists believe that Yellowstone is due for an eruption, a blast of a certain size could jumpstart this timeline.”
Wardley sat up in his chair, no longer daydreaming. He saw for the first time another person on the television, this time a woman in a red dress, obviously the interviewer. She asked a few questions, which the man answered one at a time. 
“To put in perspective how large this volcanic eruption will be, consider the Mt. St. Helens eruption in 1980, which we no doubt all remember. Yellowstone’s volcano would be on a force magnitude of 2,500 times that size. It would send ash more than thirty miles straight up into the atmosphere, blocking out the sun and most likely causing the planet’s global temperature to plummet.
“But this ash would be a long-term problem. For the people within five to six hundred miles of the actual eruption, all life will be either incinerated instantaneously or consumed by pyroclastic lava flows that move at high speeds. The western half of the United States might simply cease to exist, but the effects to the global economy and that of humanity in general will be devastating.”
The woman made a remark about the man’s dire explanation, calling into question the confidence he had in his prediction.
“This is not speculation, mind you. It is scientific fact. Volcanologists and geologists have long been hard at work predicting not if this eruption will take place, but when. There is a strong possibility that we will be without an eruption for the next 1,000 years, and even 10,000 years, but there is no definitive way to understand the dynamics at play beneath the surface of the Earth.” 
The woman turned away from the man and spoke to the camera. 
“You heard it yourself. Dr. Ramachutran is an esteemed volcanologist and the author of numerous books on the subject. With the increased interest surrounding the explosion at Yellowstone National Park only days ago, and of course the terrible virus that is spreading throughout the United States that is believed to have been initiated by that same explosion, we wanted to bring you a special edition feature for tonight’s newscast that examined the Yellowstone Caldera. 
“In a moment, we will return to your regularly scheduled programming after a brief update from our disaster relief team regarding the enigma strain virus.”
The woman’s face was replaced by a handsome man in his mid-fifties, with perfectly combed salt-and-pepper hair. He was smiling, but Officer Wardley had worked with people long enough to know the man on the television was holding in a certain amount of fear. Possibly panic. 
“The enigma strain virus is still eluding the nation’s best researchers, though we are told that a breakthrough is imminent. As you have no doubt already heard, please stay indoors, lock your house, and do not venture out for any reason. Stay isolated, and do not physically interact with anyone other than your immediate family…”
Wardley scoffed at the man on TV. The anchor was stuck at work, just like him. How many others were out there, stuck at their jobs, explaining their own demise to the rest of their species? Wardley had already fielded calls from three of his fellow officers — two accounts of looting and one small riot gang making its way up and down the main street of town. Even for a small city, the crazies somehow seemed to be the majority. 
He got up to refill his coffee — he’d need another pot of it before the night was over — when the phone rang. 
He growled, then sat back down. “Officer Wardley, Sheridon County Police, how may I assist you?”
He frowned as he heard the explanation on the other end of the line. “Excuse me, you’re going to need to slow down. You said you’re in Yellowstone right now?” 
The voice yammered on. “Son,” Wardley said. “You need to get out of the park. There’s a virus —”
But the voice continued. Wardley’s heartbeat rose slightly. He was not fond of being yelled at, especially by a civilian. “Listen, Bennett, I don’t care if you’re a park ranger or not — you need to get out of that area.” 
He started to explain their protocol regarding a refugee from a disease-infected area as he pulled out a regional map that had the quarantine checkpoints and stations marked in highlighter, but the man on the phone interrupted him again. 
He was starting to get really angry. 
“Bennett, I’m not going to ask you —” 
He paused. 
“Sorry, what?”
Bennett spoke again. 
“There’s another bomb? And you’re sure of it?” He listened to Bennett explain, for the third time, what he wanted Wardley to do, and then he slammed the phone down onto the receiver. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Nine
 
OFFICER DARRYL WARDLEY’S POLICE CRUISER, a 2006 Dodge Charger, raced down the highway at ninety miles an hour. He would have gone faster if it wasn’t for the handful of stray vehicles disobeying the now government-mandated house arrest for every citizen spread out on the open road. 
Wardley’s comm had squawked out just about every excuse in the book as he’d listened in on his fellow officers’ 11-95s. Most of the civilians were heading to and from the supermarkets for last-minute supplies, or checking in on family and friends who hadn’t responded to their phone calls. One deranged man had even admitted he was on a joyride; he’d never seen so little traffic on the highway, and he wanted to take advantage of it. 
Most of the civilians, with the exception of the wannabe race car driver, were let off with nothing but a warning and a stern reminder that they were supposed to be inside. The federal government, after all, hadn’t issued a formalized process notice explaining what the local officers were supposed to do with 11-95s out and about against mandate. Wardley’s comrades were driving blind, simply pulling people over, asking them for their license and registration — nothing but a formality these days, anyway — and then letting them go after they heard the driver’s excuse. 
Wardley was glad he wasn’t on patrol duty tonight. Nothing but a bunch of crazies and nut jobs taking advantage of the fact that most of the United States government was busy trying to figure out this virus. 
Still, driving ninety miles an hour down an almost-abandoned highway felt an awful lot like being on duty, and he sighed as he checked his reflection in the rearview mirror. 
Disheveled salt-and-pepper hair, deep-set brown eyes, and eyebrows that could use a trim were part of the face staring back at him. Wardley tried to understand why he looked so exhausted. Maybe it was age. He’d slept just before his shift, no more than five hours ago. But he felt physically, emotionally, and mentally drained. 
After the call from Bennett at Yellowstone, he’d called a few of his superiors at the station, including two that were out on patrol already. He told them what he’d learned from Bennett, explaining that he had no proof that any of it was true, then waited for the inevitable tongue-lashing as his commanding officers showed him all of the reasons why the madman in the park was just looking to start a fight, and there was no bomb. 
Surprisingly, however, Wardley met little resistance. It seemed as though the officers wanted to do something other than drive around the area, looking for idiot grocery shoppers and insane joyriders. They all agreed to meet him at the park, and one told him to place a general wide-band call to ask for even more backup. 
It must be the solitude, Wardley thought. The virus was all anyone was talking about lately, and they all knew that driving around the area just outside the infection zone was the equivalent to suicide, whether it was part of their job description or not. Maybe playing a more active role in figuring out what all of this mess was helped assuage their fears. 
Or maybe it was just their ego, their testosterone-laden desire to do something, even if that something was guided by a guy they never met, begging for help at a park they had no jurisdiction entering. 
Five miles later, Wardley was entering that exact park. He slowed the cruiser a bit and caught up to another officer in his department, rolling down his window as he pulled up. 
“Think we’ll get sick going in here?” Hector Garcia asked, before Wardley even stopped. 
“If we were, we’d have gotten it thirty miles ago. The radius is growing, even this far north.” 
“Yeah, I’ve been listening. Crazy stuff, man. I guess we’d better hope this Bennett guy wasn’t messing around.” 
Wardley nodded, then looked down the road at the park. He wondered if Bennett was right. It could be that easy. Wardley realized that an easy answer was probably the real reason his fellow policemen had jumped at the opportunity to get their hands dirty. They’d all signed on for different reasons, but one they all had in common was the simple desire to right wrongs. 
And finding the viral payload delivered by a second bomb was certainly in the category of “righting wrongs.” 
“I don’t think he is,” Wardley said. “I had Jones pull a background check on anyone matching the ID he gave, along with his job title at the park. It’s a long shot, but if the match he found is, in fact, our guy, he’s clean as a whistle. Pretty much off the grid as long as he’s been alive.” 
“Yeah, I don’t see what could be in it for him, if there’s something else going on. This late in the game, with the virus pretty much unstoppable, it’s not like a few cops are going to further his cause. I’d bet he’s telling the truth.” 
“Let’s get inside, then. I told you everything he gave me, and crazy as it sounds, if it’s true, we’ve got to get moving.” 
“Roger that. I’ll keep the radio open in case we get some more volunteers.” Officer Garcia paused, then met Wardley’s gaze. “If I don’t see you on the other side, man, take care.” 
Wardley knew what he meant, but he corrected him anyway. “If we go anywhere, we’ll be on the same side, Garcia.” 
Garcia chuckled. “Hopefully it’s the good side, then.” 
Wardley rolled his window back up and accelerated. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Garcia do a quick cross sign with his fingertips, then accelerate his own vehicle to follow behind him. 
He hoped Bennett was right.
They needed him to be right.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty
 
“BEN, WHAT ARE WE LOOKING for?” Julie asked. They’d now been in the truck for almost two hours, first heading toward the massive lake that made up the central area of Yellowstone National Park, then back toward the edge of the park where a string of campsites sat. 
Julie’s back hurt, and she shifted in the seat and tried, in vain, to get comfortable again. She felt like she’d never spent so many hours in one place, much less in a vehicle. Never a fan of driving, she was growing more and more annoyed with every passing minute. 
But every time she opened her mouth to complain about a speed bump, pothole, or razor sharp turn that Ben forced them over much too fast, she remembered why they were here. What they were trying to accomplish. 
A little discomfort in exchange for fixing this terrible massacre. 
It was a fair trade, she decided. 
Ben hadn’t answered, and she repeated the question. What was he thinking about? They’d left the lake shore fifteen minutes ago, and she saw the signs for the campground announcing their impending arrival. Why was he so driven now and acting so strange?
“Ben,” she said again. “What’s up?” 
He finally glanced over, but only for a brief instant before he realized he’d need to focus on the road if was going to maintain their current pace. 
“Sorry,” he said. “I — It’s just…” he frowned. 
“What?” 
“Nothing… I mean, I don’t know yet. I have a theory, but I need to check some of these campsites first.” 
He said the words flatly, almost commanding, as if he felt the conversation was over. 
Julie felt the opposite. Why did they need to find a campsite? What was the theory? And why was it important enough to abandon their plan to find the bomb?
She didn’t ask any more questions. She’d never seen Ben focus so intently on his goal, and she didn’t want to distract him. She examined the man sitting next to her. His forehead glistened with sweat, even though the cab was icy from the blasting air conditioning. As they drove, Ben pulled up an internal list of registered campers who’d booked a campsite for that week, using his phone. He scrolled through a few pages, then clicked off the screen, satisfied. 
They reached the first of the line of campsites spread around both sides of the road, each marked with a short driveway and a wooden sign with a number painted on it. These sites, Julie realized, were meant for what Ben had called “luxury camping.” People who thought roughing it meant sleeping in a pop-up trailer or RV, spending the evenings by a controlled fire inside a ring of rocks, with running water piped in through the park’s small but reliable water supply. Many of these sites even had electricity, meant to plug the RVs into a power source that didn’t need to run on batteries. 
Julie wasn’t much of a camper, and it looked like it would have been rough enough for her, even with the RVs and pop-ups. Ben wasn’t like most people. He would have been happy sleeping on a bed of pine needles. 
Ben slammed on the brakes in front of the first site, then hopped out of the truck. The tree cover cast shadows over the road and campsites, making it nearly impossible to see far into the sites. He ran to the fire ring, spinning in a circle as he searched for whatever he was looking for. 
Julie opened the door to help, but Ben was already running across the street to check the second site. 
“Ben, what are you looking for?” Julie asked. She knew better than to expect an answer, but was surprised when he yelled back to her. 
“Anything. I’m looking for anything that doesn’t belong. In these first three sites.” 
She shrugged and ran to the third site. I can find that.
The third site was different than the first two, and she noticed it right away. Here, the driveway had tire tracks in it from a large vehicle. She wasn’t nearly good enough to tell what kind of vehicle, but she could easily see that the car or truck had exited the driveway quickly. The tracks widened as they hit the street, a sign that the vehicle had slid on the loose gravel and dirt as it sped up and turned. She investigated the tracks for a few more seconds, then looked up at the rest of the site. 
The ring of rocks at the center of the site was a deep black, as if smoke had blackened them as a fire inside died out. There were no coals or bits of wood, but she thought she could smell the faint scent of charred ash from a recent fire. She walked over to it, examining everything in sight. 
There.
“Ben,” she called out. She stepped around the ring and walked toward a picnic table that sat at the far side of the campsite, right where the site ended and the line of thick pines began again. 
She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Ben running toward her. She pointed at the picnic table. 
He nodded, continuing past her, and stopped at the bench of the table. Sitting atop the two planks of wood was a small picnic cooler. 
“Were you able to talk to Randy?” he asked. 
She was surprised by the question — they were searching for something in the campsites, and he wanted to know about Randall Brown? She’d called just after they left the lake and left a message.
“Yes, he sent me a text a few minutes ago. He said he’s fifteen minutes from here, and he’s got the maps.” 
Ben whipped around to look at her. “What? He’s here?” 
She nodded. “I guess he wanted to help…” 
He stiffened a bit but didn’t say anything. Julie guessed the thoughts that were going through his mind — they were the same ones that she had been struggling with when she got the text. Why are you coming to a highly contagious outbreak area, risking your life to find something we don’t even understand? Not to mention the bomb…
But she knew Randy well enough to know that he couldn’t sit back and watch as the world came down around him. He’d stepped up before for far less important cases. Julie knew his wife would be beyond upset with his rash actions, but she also knew Randy wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
If he said he was coming to help, they’d better be ready for him to help. 
Ben focused again on the cooler. He slowly stepped toward it. She saw his chest rise and fall, breathing heavily. Julie wondered if it was due to the exertion of running around the campsites or from something else. 
From something inside the cooler. 
“Ben,” she said, then stopped. What was she going to say? “Be careful?” What did she expect to find in the cooler? A bomb?
He ignored her and slowly unzipped the lid. The cooler was like one of the small six-pack coolers that Julie owned, with a zippered lid and a few pockets around the sides. 
“It’s placed right where it needs to be,” Ben whispered. 
Julie stared at him.
“Far enough away from the blast, but still close enough to be affected by the eruption.” 
Julie looked down at the top of the cooler as Ben pulled it open. 
He stepped back as a cloud of white powder rushed out of the vessel, filling the airspace in front of their heads. 
“Shit,” she said. The powder — no doubt the contagion mechanism itself — was piled inside the cooler, filling it halfway to the top. The dusty substance crept out of the container slowly, like smoke from yesterday’s fire. 
“Yeah,” Ben said, closing the lid again. He stepped back another step and turned to Julie. “That’s what I thought. I’d bet there are more — a lot more.” 
“You mean at other campsites?” she asked. 
He nodded. “There are campsites all around the lake, not to mention miles of open land for backpackers and survivalists to set up camp. I don’t know how much of this stuff they planned to release into the air, but I’d guess you’d want more than a half-cooler full to get the job done right.” 
“And it’s far enough away from the bomb’s blast out here?” 
“That’s my guess — leave the cooler here when you leave the campsite for the evacuation and…” He stopped to look back toward the road. “You can’t see it from the road, meaning my crew would have just driven past, not looking for anything but people and vehicles that stayed behind.” 
“Right,” Julie said. She saw what Ben was talking about. The picnic table would be all but invisible from the camp road, and even if you were looking for manmade objects like the cooler, it would be sheer luck to see it perched on the bench from the inside of a moving vehicle. “And I’m guessing that the bomb will blow out the bottom of the lake, as well as the top of the caldera, meaning that the eruption will pick up the cooler and spread the virus that way.” 
“Maybe. A large eruption would incinerate anything within miles, almost immediately. But I’d bet they’ve thought of that already, and the cooler’s insulation, combined with the virus/bacteria shell, would be enough to keep most of the cells safe through the blast.” He picked up the cooler and zipped the lid shut. 
Ben had started walking back toward the truck, and Julie followed beside him. “What now?” 
“Well, now that we know what we’re looking for, it should be easier. Those cops should be here any minute now, and they’ll call when they’re close. I’ll let them know what to check for at the main sites around Yellowstone, and to make sure they don’t open the containers.” 
Julie thought about their own situation. The virus had fully run its course through their bodies, rendering them both immune to its effects. But the police officers weren’t as lucky. They knew what they were getting into, and that it was likely a one-way trip for them.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-One
 
THEY ALL MET AT THE road that stretched between the lake and the campsites where Ben and Julie had found the first cooler. Five officers, Ben, Julie, and Randy. As they gathered, Ben stepped forward and introduced himself, Julie, and Randy, then delivered his remarks. 
“First, thank you all for being here. I won’t take any time to explain the dire situation, as I know you all are fully aware.” Nods all around. “Second, this is likely the end of the road for us. I’m not much of a speech guy, so I’ll just leave it at that. Feel free to turn around and head back the way you came.” 
No one moved. 
“Okay, then, here’s the deal,” Ben continued. “We found a cooler containing what can only be a powder form of the viral agent. It was on a picnic table at a campsite not far from here.” 
Some of the officers displayed an air of confusion, but Ben explained why they believed it was placed where it was, as well as why he thought there would be more around the park. “That’s why you’re here. We’re dealing with a ticking time bomb, literally, and the largest outbreak of a deadly disease since the Spanish Flu. If you have anyone you can call for support, get them here. We need bodies, and we need them fast.” 
Some of the officers were nodding in approval, and others were already taking their phones out of their pockets and preparing a string of text messages to their groups. 
“Start with the list I emailed to Officer Wardley. It’s a list of the registered single campers and their designated sites. Julie and Randy will split up with two of you,” Ben said, ignoring Julie’s surprised and upset expression. “I’m going to find that bomb.”
Two officers spoke at once. “You know where it is?” 
“I don’t, but I have an idea,” Ben answered. “Randy brought me some maps he pulled from our staff web access point of the underground cave systems below Yellowstone Lake and the surrounding area. Most aren’t very big, if I remember correctly, but a few could be deep enough and long enough to be a good spot to set up a bomb.” 
“Why don’t we go with you? At least a couple of us,” one of the officers asked. 
“Because we need all hands on deck identifying these caches around the park. It’s a lot of land to cover — over one hundred individual sites, and I have no idea how much time we have left. If I can’t get to the bomb in time, this place turns into a lava field within seconds. We have to make sure that that’s all it is — not a contagious spawn point for a massive disease as well.” 
Again, some of the officers nodded. “What do we do with the caches?”
Ben shrugged. “I don’t know if it will be enough, but if we can get them to the lake, around ground zero for any type of explosion or eruption, we should be able to keep the disease from spreading when it happens.” 
Julie, still reeling from Ben’s abandonment, turned to face him. “Ben, you’re saying that we need the eruption to take place?” 
“No, but we do need the bomb to go off. I can’t diffuse it, and there’s definitely not enough time to get a bomb squad out here. If I can get it up to ground level, though, the explosion will detonate at the surface of the lake and into the atmosphere, rather than force the caldera open.” 
Julie stepped back, shocked. She suddenly realized the full extent of Ben’s plan. He was sending her away as a last-ditch effort to keep her alive.
“Okay, that’s it. Keep your radios on and check in when you can.” Someone threw Ben a walkie-talkie, and he set it to their designated channel. “Let’s go!” 
Immediately, the small crowd dispersed, each heading back to their vehicles. Randy tagged along with a short, portly officer and stepped into the man’s passenger seat. 
“Ben, I’m going with you,” Julie said. 
Ben was already walking the other direction, trying to ignore her. Her stubborn nature immediately sprang into life. 
“Ben! I’m going with you,” she said again. 
“You’re not.” 
“I am. And if you try to stop me, I’ll —”
“What?” Ben yelled, whirling around to face her. His face was red, his eyes bloodshot. He looked a mess, and it stopped Julie in her tracks. 
“I…” she started again. 
Ben’s nostrils flared as he tried to control his emotions. He looked at Julie, a few inches shorter, standing in front of him. “What?” he said. His voice wavered slightly. 
She didn’t speak. 
Ben grabbed her by the arms and pulled her toward him. He leaned down and kissed her, not letting go. She stood dead still for a few seconds, taken by surprise, then gently fell into him. 
She tried to say something, but he pressed his lips harder to hers. She felt warmth crawling up her spine, taking over the steel resolve she’d felt moments ago. He released her arms, and she quickly entangled them around his waist, hugging him tightly. 
Finally, he pulled back and looked into her eyes. She saw tears forming in his, and he blinked them back. 
“You’re not going with me,” he said softly. 
She nodded, biting her lip. “I know. But you’re coming back, Ben. Understand? You’re coming back.” 
He swallowed, taking one last look at Julie, then turned to the truck and got inside. He revved the engine and drove away, leaving Julie standing in the road. 
In the rearview mirror, he saw a police cruiser pull up beside her and wait for her to open the passenger door. As she got into the vehicle, she looked once more at the trail of dust behind her truck as it disappeared over the small hill. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Two
 
BEN REACHED THE FIRST CAVE on his list in record time. He wasn’t sure anyone had ever driven that fast over the weathered roads crisscrossing the park. He sure hadn’t. It was all he could do to keep the truck on the center of the road, hoping that no wildlife jumped in front of the moving battering ram. 
The cave was off to his left, and he could easily see the markers from the road. A few stakes in the ground with brightly colored plastic strands marked the location as one of the park’s future tourist attractions. It hadn’t been fully excavated yet, nor had it been assessed by the park’s surveying crews. 
But Ben didn’t care about any of that. He needed to find the actual cave, get inside, and find that bomb. 
What would it even look like? He wasn’t sure he’d ever even seen a bomb in real life. And it certainly wouldn’t look anything like they did in the movies. Would it? As he exited the vehicle, he grabbed a heavy flashlight he’d borrowed from one of the cops and tested it.
He found the entrance behind a large bush, and he pushed the prickly strands away from his face as he crouched to the low hole below the rocks. It was a tight fit. His large frame was going to have a difficult time navigating the cramped space, not to mention the sharp protrusions of rock he could see breaking out of the otherwise smooth walls. 
He sighed. Julie would fit. 
He forced the thought out of his mind and slid through the entrance. 
It was much tighter than he’d initially thought. His shoulders scraped against the rocks as he sucked in his gut and slid farther. He breathed in slowly, noticing the space grow even smaller, then exhaled. As he did, he slid once more, gaining another six inches. 
This could take a while. 
He repeated the inhale-exhale-slide process another twenty times and suddenly found himself in a larger hole. Still small, but he now had room to maneuver through the cavern. Still, he found it hard to believe someone could cram a body and a bomb through this tunnel, but it didn’t matter. He had to find it. If it could even possibly be in this cave, he would search the entire thing. 
A few more feet and the space opened up again, this time large enough for him to crouch. He crawled forward on his hands and knees, careful to dodge the small rocks and sticks that had collected on the cave floor, ready to stab his knees as he slid past. 
For twenty solid minutes, he slid, crawled, and hunched his way through the tunnel, and for twenty solid minutes his only concern was finding that bomb and hoping there were more than twenty minutes on its countdown clock. 
“Har— nett.” The radio he’d clipped to the back of his belt crackled to life. “—Ennett. Do — read, over.” 
He stopped, grabbed the radio and tried to send a response. “This is Bennett. Harvey Bennett. You’re breaking up, but I read you, over.” 
He waited for a response, but none came. Ben checked the radio for battery — less than a quarter remaining, but enough to receive and send a signal — and the antenna. Everything seemed to be in working order, so he clipped it back onto his belt and continued on down the gently sloping decline of the cave. 
If it’s important enough, I’ll hear it when I get back to the surface. We have to find this bomb. 
But another ten minutes of slowly moving downward proved to be useless. Eventually, the cave narrowed down to a funnel shape, and he found forward motion growing more and more impossible. 
Shit, he thought. This can’t be it. 
He’d wasted thirty minutes, at least, searching for this cave and diving down it head-first. There was nothing in front of him suggesting that the roof had fallen in, nor was there any sign of prior human contact with the rocks and walls of the cavern. For all he knew, he was the first person to ever set foot in the place. 
He shimmied backward, painstakingly moving uphill feet-first, waiting until the cave widened enough for him to turn around and exit. 
It had been a massive waste of time, but Ben realized there was something more devastating about it. 
There would not be enough time to spend thirty minutes in each of the caves. 
He couldn’t hail the rest of the team and pull any of them off their search, either. If the bomb detonated, he had to hope the contagion would be close enough to the lake to be incinerated by one of the blasts. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Three
 
IT TOOK HIM LONGER TO go back up the tunnel, even after he’d turned around, than it did for him to descend. He was tired, frustrated, and — a new feeling that had just recently begun to wash over him — afraid. 
Afraid of not getting to the bomb in time. 
Afraid for the officers and volunteers racing throughout the park to find the virus caches. 
And most of all, afraid for Julie. 
He felt responsible, at least in part, for her involvement. Sure, she’d been near Yellowstone anyway, working on a CDC-sanctioned project, but she might have been called off it if it hadn’t been for his bright idea to get his mother involved. 
Now she was every bit in danger as he was, and it was worse that they weren’t together. 
The thought struck him as it rattled through his mind. 
There was something between them, but he wasn’t quite sure what to call it. 
And did she feel the same way? How could he ask her if he ever got the chance? 
He crawled along, the ridiculous thoughts spinning through his head. He was a mess. Ben had had a few flings here and there, mostly with other park staff, many of whom were seasonal and changed every summer. None were serious, and none made him feel the same way Julie did. 
And what way is that? he asked himself. 
He could see the opening of the cave now, just barely. It was every bit as covered by brush and trees as when he’d entered, but thanks to a sliver of light shining through, he knew he was close. He pushed off the rock floor and crouched, trying to move faster. 
“—Bennett, report. — Hear me?” 
The words were stuttered, but he figured out what they’d asked. He pulled the radio from its clip and answered. “Hey, I’m here — just finished exploring the first cave, and nothing.” He waited, then added, “Over.” 
“You’re cut— out…” then, “We’ve — three caches in about — sites.” Ben listened, interpreting the broken chatter. Three virus caches in some number of sites they’ve searched, he thought. It wasn’t great, but it was a start. More importantly, he was right about there being more of them in single-camper sites. No one was on a wild goose chase — they were on track. 
Now, to find that bomb and clean up this mess.
He slowly rocked himself forward on his shaky feet and looked up at the hole. Just a few more yards. 
“Ben, do you copy?” It was Julie’s voice.
He immediately brought the walkie-talkie back up to his mouth. “Julie — that you?” 
“Yeah. Hey, I have an idea.” 
“I’m all ears,” he replied. They’d quickly abandoned the radio protocol of saying ‘over’ every time, and Ben didn’t miss it. 
“Listen — I need to get with Randy to figure it out. Randy, if you’re on this frequency, let me know…” 
“Right here, Julie. What’s up?” Randy’s voice sounded hollow on the police radio, and Ben wasn’t sure if he was farther away from them or if the police officer was holding it up to him in the car. 
“Guys, I need to get out of this hole. My battery’s going down on this radio, too.” To be sure, he checked it. There was a light next to the battery charge symbol, and it was now flashing. That can’t be good, he thought. “I’m going offline for a few, but I’ll jump back on when I’m out. Try calling me on my cell if you can’t reach me.” 
“Roger that, Ben. Stand by.” 
Ben spent the last few yards painstakingly scraping his head and back against the ceiling of the low roof inside the cave. He didn’t want to slow down, but the cramped space had been taking its toll on his body, and he was forced to tread carefully. A few of the same jutting rocks he’d tried to dodge on the way into the cave seemed determined to not let him escape. 
A few minutes later, however, and he’d navigated around or beneath the rocks, and his head soon popped back out of the hole he’d entered long before. Too long. 
He looked down at the radio, only to find the battery low indicator light still blinking at him. No telling how long he had left. He should have checked it before he left. He clicked it on, just in time to hear a broadcast from Julie. 
“—Back on? Ben, can you hear me?”
“I’m here,” he said. He stood, stretching to his full height for the first time in over an hour. He could feel the deep muscle pain in his lower back already beginning to creep over the area, and he made a mental note to himself to work out more often. 
“Okay, great. I’ve got something for you. Check out the cave on the northeastern side of the lake. There are a few, but the one farthest north should be right.”
Ben had reached the truck and was simultaneously fumbling with the ignition as he grabbed the maps spread on the passenger seat. He took the first one, which was a close up of the western side of the lake, with a few caves — including the one he’d just emerged from — labeled and highlighted. He threw it back and grabbed the second map. 
This was the correct one, showing a detailed blown-up view of the northern and northeastern sides of the lake, a dozen or so winding caves traced over. One of the larger lines was drawn on top of the body of water itself, signifying that at least a portion of the cave traveled below the lake. 
“Got it,” he said as he put the truck into gear and sped up onto the road. He could already see the lake glistening back at him, catching light and bouncing it back into his eyes. He took a quick look back down at the map to confirm. “I’m looking at it. Seems to be one of the only ones that goes under the actual lake, and not just stop before it gets there.” He waited for a response, but none came. “How’d you find this one?” he asked. 
Still nothing. 
He held up the radio to examine it and found that it was completely dead. No lights blinked. 
Crap.
He hoped Julie was right. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Four
 
THIS CAVE WAS SIGNIFICANTLY LARGER than the first, a fact he was more than a little excited about. Hopefully he wouldn’t need to crawl or slide down the cave shaft like before, and he could no doubt move much more quickly through it. 
He parked the truck again, left the keys on the seat, and jumped down. He’d unclipped the radio as well and left it on the stack of maps on the passenger seat — no use letting it weigh him down. 
The ceiling of the cave was high enough that he had multiple inches above his head as he followed its twisting curves. It descended much slower than the first, but he was able to almost jog through it, making up for lost time. 
He kept the beam of the flashlight in front of him, finding few obstacles such as rocks or sticks to watch out for. 
This could almost not be easier. 
As soon as the thought ran through his mind, he almost tripped over a deep step-like formation. He caught himself on the wall and immediately slowed to a walk. He saw that this step was only the beginning — while the cave’s main artery remained large enough to run through side-by-side with another person and tall enough to stand inside, it now took a steep drop and began the real descent. 
He calculated that this shelf must be the point where the cave twisted beneath the lake’s bottom, a cavity carved from millions of years of water dripping through cracks and fissures in the ground. 
The precarious drop shallowed a bit as he descended, and he was able to pick up the pace once again. After a minute he came to a fork, but barely slowed as he chose the left passage.
The right side was larger and seemed to continue beneath the surface of the lake, while the left was a bit smaller and had a shallower decline. But it was the way the tunnel had been cut that made it the obvious choice. 
Instead of being smooth from years of water and weather, the left tunnel had an unnatural sheen to it, along with a rugged, scratchy look. 
As if it had been created by a series of explosions. 
Ben slowed to a walk as he examined the walls more closely. He could now see the slightest hint of depressions in the rock, small half-cylinder horizontal pathways, dead-straight and spaced out about two feet from each other up the wall and over his head. 
Dynamite. 
It would have been a low-grade explosive, with enough in each channel to blow the rock to bits and allow it to be cleared, but weak enough that it wouldn’t cave in on itself. 
Still, it was a massive amount of work, and Ben grew livid as he walked. They did this right under our noses. 
Whoever “they” were, they had done a fantastic job, too. The lines were straight, and the tunnel was well-defined and seemed extremely stable. No support beams framed the arced cave, either. 
They brought in their tools, dug this place out, cleared the mess, and no one knew about it. 
He couldn’t remember the specifics of the numerous park restoration and construction contracts he’d heard about over the years, but this one had to have been one of them. Most likely this one had been part of a larger one, masked as a standard safety excavation and then piled with paperwork to become lost in a bureaucratic mess. 
Still, it had been done, and it had taken a long time — perhaps started before Ben was even hired on. 
He stifled his anger, focusing instead on reaching the end of this manmade tunnel and finding whatever it was they’d hidden down here.
The tunnel bent to the right and down, and suddenly came to a stop. There, in the dim light of the flashlight’s glow, Ben saw it. 
The bomb. 
It was… different than he’d expected, but then again, he had no idea what it would look like. He remembered the newscasters explaining that the first bomb had been a… hyperbaric bomb? Something like that.
Is this the same kind?
The bomb looked strangely like a beer keg, the kind he’d seen at a few of the park’s staff parties at the end of their summer seasons. It was silver, and stood in the middle of the room. The sides bulged out, rounded, but the top and bottom were flat, perfect circles. It wasn’t huge, maybe rising to his waist. 
On top of it was a tablet computer, like an iPad, but slightly smaller. This was somehow hardwired onto the top of the barrel, a mess of cabling that Ben wasn’t about to try and fiddle with. 
He stared at the cold metal object, wondering what to do next. 
I don’t really have a plan for this part, he realized. He’d just assumed he’d find the bomb, take it back up with him, and throw it in the lake. 
Or, he had secretly hoped it would be like an old western — a single fuse, lit and burning its way down the cable until it reached the payload. A simple snip with a knife or a deadeye shot with a six-shooter would have taken care of that. 
But it wasn’t the wild west, and Ben stood motionless for another few seconds. What now, genius?

He stepped closer to examine the cables. All of them were black — no guessing “blue” or “red” and pulling one of them out. They were wrapped in a thick bundle with electrical tape after protruding from two sides of the tablet, and spread out again at the other end, before heading into the large metal canister. 
As he examined the device, a plan began to form. It was primitive, but it was something. 
The bomb is cylindrical. Which means it can be rolled.

He had no idea how heavy it was, or how delicate. But he was beyond waiting around for something else to happen — it was just him, a bomb, and not much time left. 
He gently grasped the top lip of the barrel-like container and rocked it back and forth. It seemed heavy, which made sense, but not completely stationary. This might work. 
He rocked a little harder, testing both for weight and, as he suddenly realized, to simply see if it would explode. 
If I get out of this, there’s no way anyone’s ever hiring me to be part of a bomb squad. 
Trial and error didn’t seem to be a factor in examining an explosive device, but then again, there was nothing else he could do. 
Thankfully, he didn’t explode. No fiery balls of fire ripped him to shreds as he played with the bomb-keg, so he continued with the plan. 
Rock gently. Rock a little harder. A little harder… harder —
He lost his grip on the barrel, and the whole mess crashed to the floor. It clanged as it bumped on the hard rock and began to roll down the slightly sloping cavern until it smashed into the wall at the bottom of the chamber. 
Ben was irritated that he’d cowered away from it when it fell, as if hiding a few inches back would have saved him from a deadly explosion. 
But it hadn’t exploded, and though he wouldn’t purposefully repeat the experiment, he now knew that a little tumbling around wouldn’t be enough to detonate it. 
He breathed in and out a few times and stepped up to the bomb, noticing a dim bluish light emanating from the barrel’s top. He pointed the flashlight away and saw that the dim light remained. 
What the —
The top of the barrel, now on its side, faced away from him. The light was casting shadows in the room, fighting with the beam of his flashlight. He walked around the device and saw the cause of the blue glow.
The screen.
The tablet computer was on, with nothing but a blue screen and white text scrolling around. It was code, no doubt some sort of computer program that the creators of this device had installed on it. 
But at the top right of the little screen appeared a few strings of numbers as well, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what they represented. 
A countdown. 
Ben read the numbers, almost scared to finally learn the truth. There were four two-digit spaces, and he assumed what each meant. Days, hours, minutes, seconds. 
He felt a chill run down his spine as he saw that the first two places held only zeroes.
00:00:52:37. 
52 minutes, 37 seconds. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Five
 
IF HE WAS TIRED CRAWLING out of the first cave he’d traveled down that day, he was now utterly exhausted.
Rolling the device up the shallow parts of the cave floor had been hard enough, but the steep sections were nearly impossible. Ben was sweating, the slipperiness of his hands only adding to the challenge.
He’d made it up and out of the manmade portion of the tunnel and back into the natural cave section. Each slight bend or change in grade was exacerbated by his companion, the hundred-plus-pound explosive device. Ben couldn’t help but wish that he’d taken someone — anyone — with him. 
Why was I trying to be such a hero?
He knew it had been the smart thing to do at the time. Mitigate risk, spread out, stretch their resources to their capacity, and get as many people away from ground zero as possible.
But now, struggling to roll a metal can up a cave floor with wet hands, all while running out of energy and time, he was having second thoughts. 
Maybe I can leave it here, call for help, and then wait for someone to come by.
He shook his head, reminding himself of his dead radio. Even his cellphone was worthless. He’d never had great service in the park, and certainly not in this area. The closest tower was near the ranger station and base areas, a small pocket of civilization in an otherwise vast — and remote — wilderness. 
So he kept pushing, rolling the device up and over sticks and rocks. Many of them were small enough that he could push the object over them without hesitating. Larger rocks forced him to hold the bomb still with a knee while he grabbed the obstacle and threw it to the side. 
In this way, he’d covered most of the ascent. It was slow going, but he was making decent time. 
Until he reached the step. 
He’d forgotten about the step — the rock stair that jutted out from the cave floor that he’d almost tripped over when he first entered the cave. 
The first thought he had was that he was close to the exit. But that wasn’t what mattered to him right now.
The cylinder bumped into the rock, and Ben crouched behind it, stuck, both supporting himself and trying to hold the weight of the rolling explosive device from plummeting back down the cavern. 
So far he’d been able to work in the dark, keeping the flashlight in his back pocket. But now he needed a better plan. He reached around and grabbed the light, flicking it on and examining his predicament. 
The ledge wasn’t large, just as he remembered it, but it presented an extremely frustrating problem — the bomb would need to be lifted completely up and over the ledge, then set back down on the cave floor above it, all without losing control of it. 
There was no way around it, literally or figuratively. 
Ben stuck his knee behind the bomb and flashed the light in a full circle around him just in case he’d missed something, his heavy breathing calming slightly as his body took advantage of the short break. 
As he brought the flashlight back to his right hand and prepared to put it away, he felt his knee sliding sideways. 
“Nononono—” 
He began yelling at the metal cylinder, but it was still coming backwards. He fell on his rear, then on his side, panic suddenly setting in. His hands were no use, covered in sweat and sliding as easily on the smooth cave floor as they did on the metal surface of the bomb’s casing. 
This is not good.
The bomb began to roll faster, and Ben knew it was going to roll right past him. 
It gained speed, and he did the only thing he could think of. 
He stuck his left leg out and shoved it in front of the runaway cylinder. As it approached, Ben slid his upper body around quickly so that it was downhill, right in the path of the bomb’s getaway. 
The heavy object rolled over his foot, and he felt its weight slam down on his shin. He roared in pain and instinctively tried to pull his foot back, but the bomb was already up to his knee. He could feel the pressure exerted by the weight, crushing as it sailed over him.
It slowed, the angle of Ben’s leg stalling it, and it rolled backwards. It bounced a little and then came to rest on his left foot, a crunching sound in his ankle causing Ben to gasp and almost pass out. 
The initial impact of the device and the final crushing blow as it bounced and stopped on his foot rendered Ben completely immobile. He was laying upside down, his head farther down the path and lower than his feet, one of which was pinned beneath the metal cylinder. 
He groaned, pain lancing up his leg, as he tried to wriggle his foot free. He sat forward, resting on his elbows, so he could examine the situation. Every time he even thought about moving his foot, his brain seemed determined to disobey the order. Still, he struggled against it and tried to force the foot free. 
It was no use. The pain was too much to bear, and the device wouldn’t budge. He sighed, falling back. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Six
 
THIS IS IT. IT’S OVER. I’m going to die in a hole in the ground, waiting to blow up. 
Ben’s foot was on fire. The pain had grown worse, surprisingly, and he was now nearly hyperventilating as he tried to breathe in and out, focusing his mind on other thoughts. 
But the thoughts that came weren’t helpful.
I failed. I let everyone down, and I let Julie down. 
I lost her.
He tried again to force his mind to other thoughts, but the only other thing that came to mind was to check the time on the bomb. The screen hadn’t turned off again, and he slid sideways a bit to catch a glimpse of the countdown clock. 
36 minutes…
He watched every second tick down, the display mesmerizing him, calming him. 
35 minutes…
This really is it, he thought. The seconds ticked by, and all he could think about was the bomb, the countdown timer, and Julie. 
Julie, I’m sorry.
He wished he had the radio and that it had a little battery left. Not to call for help, but to hear her voice again. 
Just one more time. 
“Ben!” 
He sprang up, momentarily forgetting his helplessness, and almost screamed as his leg reminded him. He fell back to the floor, but managed a weak response. “Hello? Julie, is that you?” 
It had definitely been her voice, but she wasn’t in the cave yet — it sounded quieter than it should have been, as if she were standing at the mouth of the cave. 
“Oh my God, Ben, are you really in there?” she called again. 
“Y — yeah, I’m here,” he said. “Might be here for a while, though.” 
He could now see a flickering light dancing above him, casting slight shadows on the walls around him. 
“I’m coming down — are you hurt?” 
He didn’t answer, instead waiting for her face to appear. How do you explain an idiot move like this?
“Ben! What happened?” 
He frowned, wanting to yell at her to shut up and help, but stopped himself. “I got attacked by this barrel. Came out of nowhere. Like an ambush.” 
Julie did not look amused. “You think you’re funny?” 
“Funnier than you,” he replied, the sarcastic twinge of his voice downplayed by the obvious pain he was feeling. 
“Let’s get this thing off of you. That sound good?” She examined the bomb, noticing the countdown timer, but not saying anything about it. “Hang on a minute.” 
Ben’s eyes grew wide as Julie turned and ran back up the cave, leaving him and the bomb in complete darkness. “Hey!”
No response. Ben waited impatiently. A minute ticked by, then another. He wished he didn’t have a way to tell exactly how much time had passed, but he did. 
Three minutes, on the dot.
“I’m here,” he heard her say. He saw the light again, and she raced around the corner and over the step, this time holding a large stick. 
“It’s not going to be strong enough to lift it all the way over —”
“It doesn’t need to be,” she responded, cutting him off. “Shut up and hold that thing steady.” 
He did as he was told, and Julie propped the end of the stick underneath its bulk, careful to keep it away from Ben’s foot. She wiggled it deeper, pushing it around until it cracked a little. She met Ben’s eyes. “Let’s hope that was just the very end of it,” she said. “Ready?” She reached behind her and grabbed a round stone lying next to the cave wall. She stuck the stone beneath the stick, right in front of the bomb, forming a lever. 
Ben nodded, and Julie heaved downwards with all of her bodyweight. A strained noise escaped her mouth, and Ben couldn’t help but notice how cute it sounded. He quickly returned to the situation at hand and placed his hands on the bomb’s exterior. He held it steady as Julie pushed again. The metal canister moved slightly forward, and Ben felt the immediate sensation of freedom. He ripped his leg back, the terror of having his foot crushed greater than the pain of moving it that quickly. 
He put more weight on the bomb, then nodded. Julie let out the air she’d been holding and released the lever. The bomb slid back a little but stopped as it hit the rock and the force from Ben’s hands. 
“Okay, now what?” she asked. 
Ben looked up at her. “You didn’t think to bring any of those cops down with you?” 
She shook her head unapologetically. “I didn’t tell them I was leaving. A few of us met up, and I, uh, sort of borrowed one of the cars.” 
“You stole a police car?” Ben asked incredulously.
“You stole mine,” she responded. 
He almost smiled. “Whatever. I guess you get to help me with this. Here —” He moved his hands over to the side of the bomb, and she crouched down to help him, placing her hands on the right side. “My bum leg is going force me to move a little slower, since I’ll pretty much have to balance on the other one, but I think both of us can —”
Before he could finish, Julie had started lifting. Ben felt the bomb move a few inches up toward the shelf, and he struggled to keep up. He added his strength, and together the pair lifted the metal tube up the side of the short rock step, using the vertical section of rock as support. 
With a final push, they lifted the bomb over the edge and onto the flat, gently sloping section of cave above. 
“Whew, that’s not the lightest thing I’ve ever lifted,” Julie said. 
“Yeah, try getting it all the way up here,” Ben said. He realized they hadn’t stopped yet — they were moving it along, hand over hand, inch by inch, working together. 
“Oh, right, macho man. You’re quite the stud. Maybe next time don’t drop it on your foot?” 
“Maybe next time don’t start without me?” Ben shot back. 
“I know why you don’t talk much,” she said, a smirk forming at the side of her mouth.
“Why’s that, genius?” 
“Because all you do is whine,” she said. 
Ben laughed, glad that the ordeal was over, but also glad Julie had joined him. The pain in his foot was still significant, but he thought it might be a hairline fracture rather than a full broken ankle. It was difficult to walk, but he knew he’d be fine.
They reached the end of the cave and rolled the device over the grassy land between the cave and the truck. They stopped when they reached the road, letting the bomb come to a rest in front of the truck’s high tailgate. Ben sat down on the grass, letting his leg relax. 
“Hey,” he said. He wasn’t looking at Julie, but instead up at the sky, which was growing darker as the sun prepared to set.
“What’s up?” 
“Thanks for coming back for me.” He finally looked back down, turning his head to catch Julie’s eye. 
“You knew I would,” she said, smiling, as she stood up. “Now let’s get this thing out to the lake.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
BEN WAS SHOCKED THAT JULIE was actually driving. Unfortunately, she’d volunteered to drive the Dodge Charger police cruiser that she’d “borrowed” from the officer earlier, leaving Ben to drive her own truck. He tested his leg, finding it in pain but not broken, and he walked in a few circles outside of the cave before continuing. 
They’d lifted the bomb up and over the tailgate of the truck and slid it against the cab, opting to stand it up on its base rather than leave it to roll around. Julie didn’t have any tie-downs or rope in the truck, so Ben asked her to follow behind and make sure the bomb didn’t fall over. If it did, and Ben couldn’t hear or feel it himself, she’d agreed to flash her headlights a few times to let him know. 
But it was overkill. The road they’d turned onto curved around the lake, for the most part following the shoreline. Ben knew the road was paved almost entirely and was free of potholes, bumps, and irregular surfaces like the dirt back roads they’d been on. 
The plan was to find a spot to dump the bomb into the lake, trying to get it as far out onto the water as possible, and that meant they’d get to higher ground and find a hill or raised location from which they’d roll the bomb down and out over the lake. 
It was a pretty meager plan, Ben admitted to himself, but it was still a plan. He’d been at a loss for what to do after he found the explosive device, and only after they’d secured the bomb in the back of the truck had he realized why.
He hadn’t expected to even find it in the first place. 
Ben thought it was a miracle they’d stumbled across the bomb’s resting place, and even more of a miracle that it hadn’t yet detonated, but he wasn’t holding out hope that this next phase of their hacked together plan was going to work. 
Still, he pressed on. What good is a plan if it isn’t tried? he thought to himself. He wasn’t sure if that was a real quote or just something that seemed to make sense, but he held on to it. 
He now knew what it felt like to truly hope. To long for something to happen; to wish with all he had to accomplish something. 
He’d felt pangs of it when his father had been in the ER, and then later as they stabilized him, but he’d forgotten the feelings of hope, longing, and even true despair. 
This, he knew, was desperate. 
They were racing at a breakneck pace, carrying a who-knew-how-massive explosive device that was guaranteed to blow in less than half an hour, trying to find a place to dump it in a lake. 
In a lake.
The thought struck him as funny for some reason, and he couldn’t help but laugh out loud. 
We’re dumping a nuclear warhead into a lake.
He didn’t know if the bomb was actually nuclear or if it was something else entirely, but semantics didn’t matter to him at this point. 
I’ve gone off the deep end, and I’ve taken Julie with me. 
But as soon as he thought of Julie, his mind seemed to relax just a bit. They were still on a mission that would change the course of their nation’s history, but knowing that she was with him — even in a separate car — made him feel better for some reason. 
He hoped they’d get through it. 
Flashing lights in the rearview mirror snapped Ben back to the real world. 
Shit.
She flashed the lights again, and Ben stretched up a little to try and peer out the mirror and window into the truck bed. 
He slowed the truck slightly, trying to get the fallen bomb to roll around. He couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and he didn’t feel anything bump against the sides of the bed. 
What’s going on?
He slowed, then stopped. Julie pulled the police car up beside him, and he pressed the button to roll the passenger window down. He began speaking before the window was fully open. 
“What’s wrong? You okay?”
“Chill, Ben. Everything’s fine,” she responded. 
Ben let out a breath and relaxed. He was starting to freak himself out with the way he was acting around her. “Sorry. What’s up?”
“I saw a boat down there.” 
The words struck him as odd at first, until he realized what she was implying. “Really? Where? Sorry, I wasn’t even looking at the lake.” 
“I know — you told me you’d be looking for high ground; a place to roll the canister off of. I thought it’d be helpful if I took to looking for any other options.” 
Ben was struck by the obviousness and the foresight she’d portrayed in making that decision, and once again chided himself for ever trying to rid himself of her. 
“Uh, yeah,” he said, “that seems like a better idea than what we thought of before.” 
“You mean what you thought of before,” she said, verbally nudging him a little. 
Man, this girl doesn’t let up, he thought. 
“Right. That. Well, anyway, let’s head down there and see if it’s worth the trouble.” 
She nodded, already trying to find a road that led down to the lake. “I’ll bet there’s a turnoff up ahead. Keep your eyes peeled.” 
Ben nodded and began to roll up the window. 
“Hey,” she said. 
He stopped and looked over at her. 
“What’s the time?” 
He’d almost forgotten he’d been tracking the bomb’s countdown timer with his watch’s built-in timer, and he suddenly felt a wave of anxiety wash over him. 
15 minutes. 
“15:14,” he called to the other vehicle. Saying it aloud made him even more nervous. 
They’d decided that they would try to allow for a five-minute window before the countdown timer reached zero, as a “safe zone.” It was an arbitrary number, but Ben didn’t want to take any chances that Stephens — or whoever else was behind this — hadn’t programmed the timer to detonate the bomb before it reached zero. 
That meant they had about ten minutes to get the bomb out onto the water. 
He pulled away from the police car, suddenly aware of the one-way trip they were both on. 
They didn’t have time to get to the boat and get to a hill or raised area over the lake. 
If they chose the boat option, it was their only option. Either the boat had fuel in it or it didn’t, and if it didn’t…
He didn’t waste energy computing the outcomes of that scenario. Ben focused on the road in front of him, watching for a left turn that would lead them to the lake. 
Another variable I’ve got to get right.
They didn’t have the time to search multiple roads. 
Luckily, the road they wanted was the first one that appeared in front of them. Ben wasted no time turning the truck and bouncing over the unkept mud and dirt, all the while accelerating as the truck sped up downhill. He barely even checked behind him for Julie’s car — it wouldn’t matter much now if she was there or not. 
The road ended at the water in a sort of boat ramp, the kind you might use in a worst-case scenario. Mud and rocks made up the bottom half of the ramp as the road disappeared into the gently lapping waves of the lake, and Ben made sure to stop the truck well enough in front of the ramp so as not to have any trouble leaving the location when they were finished. Time was working against them, more than he’d ever experienced. 
He got out of the truck and ran along the shore until he came to the small boat tied to a short dock that poked out from the shoreline. It was a green fishing boat with a small two-stroke engine and stick rudder attached at the rear. 
At least that was good news. Let’s hope there’s some gas in it.
He reached the dock, untied the boat, and immediately began pulling the cord to start the engine. Julie had parked her police cruiser haphazardly in a patch of mud on a steep incline off to the side, and she ran up next to him.
“Need help?”
“The keys are still in the truck!” Ben yelled over the sound of the sputtering motor. “Back it up here as close as you can.” 
She ran to the truck, and almost instantaneously Ben saw the truck kick up gravel and mud as it backed up at an alarming rate. He looked down to focus on his work and pulled the cord once more, hearing the engine cough to life. He just about had a heart attack when he looked up again. The truck was mere feet away and still moving quickly. 
He jumped, ready to dodge the moving vehicle, when it stopped on a dime. 
Julie stepped out of the truck and ran up to the boat and its occupant. 
“Wow. You can drive that thing,” Ben said. 
“Who said I couldn’t?”
“Here, help me get the bomb off the truck.” He released the latch of the tailgate and let it fall down, hopping onto it as soon as it lowered completely. He slid the heavy cylinder back to the gate and got back down. 
Together, he and Julie lifted the canister, each holding the bottom with one hand and placing their other hand along its side, and set it on the boat’s floor. 
“Is this thing going to be strong enough?” she asked. 
Ben knew she was talking about the boat’s rickety aluminum floor. “Should be. We don’t have any other options though, so let’s just pretend it’s a brand new cruise ship.”
“How much time do we have?” 
Ben glanced at his watch, then at the bomb’s display screen. “I’ve got eight minutes, and that thing says thirteen.”
She didn’t respond, and Ben understood what she was thinking. He was feeling the same way. 
Doesn’t seem like enough time. 
“Ben! Look!” 
Ben saw Julie pointing at a flashing set of police lights in the distance. The officer must have turned on the lights to ensure anyone around would see them coming.
“Get back in the truck, and I’ll be there in a sec,” he said. 
She seemed puzzled for a moment, but ran toward the truck. Ben, meanwhile, turned the boat toward the center of the lake. He reconsidered, then slid the bomb to the back of the small vessel. It would help get the boat on plane when it reached the proper speed, but he was more interested in steadying the rudder. 
He made a snap decision and placed the cylindrical container on the left side of the rudder stick, preventing the boat from turning too far to the right. The way the lake was shaped, if he remembered correctly, was such that there was more open water to the left, where there was nothing but shoreline to the right. 
Satisfied with his work, he took a final glimpse at the countdown timer. 
Eleven minutes remaining. 
He really hoped Stephens wasn’t playing them for fools one last time.
He’d forgotten something. 
The boat was, literally, dead in the water. He needed a way to hold the throttle down to get the motor to engage and push the fishing boat out onto the lake. 
“Ben! Come on!” 
Come on, Ben. Think.
He pulled off his shirt and began spinning it into a long, spiraled rope. When he finished, he looped the shirt around the throttle section of the stick, careful to not cinch it tight just yet. 
Ten minutes. 
He ran one final check over their handiwork. The bomb was situated in the back-left side of the boat, standing on end and silently awaiting its detonation orders, and the engine was roaring, ready to engage. He had formed a loose granny knot with his shirt, now looped over the stick, and he abruptly pulled the knot tight. The tightening engaged the throttle, and Ben jumped backwards on the dock as the boat pulled away from its station. It accelerated, the small but powerful engine doing what it was made to do. 
Ben watched the boat for only a moment before he turned back to the truck and police Charger. Julie was already almost inside the cruiser, and he yelled over to her. 
“Get in the truck!” 
He hobbled quickly back to the driver’s seat of the truck and slammed the door after he climbed in. Julie joined him on the passenger side, and he pressed the accelerator to the floor, hitting the top of the small ridge of the adjoining road and turning onto it without slowing. 
The police cruiser’s lights were beginning to recede into the distance, but Julie wasn’t watching them anymore. Instead, she was staring directly at Ben. 
“I, uh, wanted to make sure we’d both be able to get out of here,” Ben said. 
Julie looked at him oddly. 
“You know — that police car… the way it was parked in the mud, and… I didn’t, uh, there’s a lot of mud, and stuff…” his voice trailed off as he realized how weak the excuse must have sounded. 
I wanted to be with you.
“Whatever, Casanova,” Julie said, a hint of a smile forming on her lips.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Eight 

NINE MINUTES. 
BEN WAS WORKING the controls on his cellphone, trying in vain to get a signal. Julie’s phone was useless out here as well, so she started trying to reach the officers and volunteers they’d recruited using her radio. 
“This is Julie Richardson. Anyone copy?” 
She asked again. 
“Officer Wardley. I copy. We’ve still got quite a few out and about looking for these caches, but there have been at least ten we’ve dropped into the lake already. Where are you?” 
Ben grabbed the radio from Julie and gave him the update. “Wardley, we’re around the Butte Overlook, heading back northeast. We need to get everyone out of the park.” 
“Copy that, Ben. Any update on the bomb?” 
“No more than nine minutes. Wardley, start hailing the others and head to the borders.” 
“Nine? Are you sure?”
Ben didn’t respond, instead switching the radio to another open-frequency channel he knew a few of the officers were on. He repeated the message, much to the same reaction. He handed the radio back to Julie, who immediately called for Randy.
“Randy. Randall Brown, you out there?” Julie asked. 
“Copy, Julie, I’m here. We’re heading toward a rest stop a few miles from the lake. It’s got a nice brick shelter and all, for what that’s worth.”
She looked over at Ben. He simply gave her a quick update. “I know where that is. Probably get there in six or seven minutes.” 
“We’ll be there in a few minutes,” she said through the walkie-talkie. Randy confirmed, and told her he’d continue to track down the others and corral them together at the rest stop. Julie thought about what he’d said. That brick structure will be useless against a volcanic eruption. She appreciated the man’s optimism, however. 
“If that bomb is still heading toward the center of the lake, we should be fine,” Ben said, somehow reading her thoughts. “It’ll detonate at the surface, which will obliterate the shoreline, but it should otherwise go straight up.” He stopped for a second before adding, “I hope.”
Julie could see that Ben’s watch showed his altered countdown at less than three minutes, and she hoped it was an unnecessary precaution to have subtracted the five minutes from what was on the bomb’s display screen.
She also hoped that this was all some sick dream; that she’d wake up in bed with a headache and only fading memories of the nightmare that had unfolded. But she knew that was probably an even longer shot than getting out of this alive. 
“How’d you know, anyway?” Ben asked from the driver’s seat of the truck. 
“Know what?” 
“Which cave it was in. How did you just guess the right one?” 
Julie paused a moment before answering. “That’s what I worked out with Randy, right after you left the first cave. He got me a map of the seismic activity below the lake, and how the hotspot’s moved every year.”
“Moved?” 
“Well, like less than a centimeter, but yeah, over the course of millions of years, the hotspot has moved slightly northeast. Or to be more specific, the plate we’re on has slid southwest, while the hotspot’s remained stationary.”
“And this hotspot,” Ben began, “is what’s caused all of the eruptions in the past, right?” 
“Right. But it’s also the reason there’s a Yellowstone park at all. It’s the source, generally, of all of the park’s geologic activity. The Earth’s crust is very shallow directly above it, and the lake is over a portion of that section. All I did was find where the crust was thinnest, where there was a known cave through that area, and then mapped those variables on top of the hotspot.” 
Ben was nodding along, trying to follow her logic.
“I just figured that Stephens, or whoever he was working for, wanted to take the smallest risk of failure as possible, and that they’d want the location of their bomb to be directly above the most vulnerable section of crust.”
“Preferably underground, so no one would see it,” Ben added.
“Well, that, but also because the deeper it is, the more likely it’ll cause a fracturing quake that would rip up the crust and cause the volcano. It turned out to be the only reasonable option when I looked at all the data, so I sent you down there.” 
“That all sounds pretty nerdy,” Ben said. He shot a quick smile toward her.
“Yeah, well, it saved your butt.” 
Ben turned the truck onto a larger camp road, probably a main road toward the gate, and Julie saw him check his watch. 
1:30.
6:30, if the bomb’s countdown timer was accurate.
She noticed the truck’s speed, how close they still must be to the lake, and wondered exactly how large this bomb blast would be.



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
“EVERYONE BEHIND THE WALL!” JULIE heard Officer Wardley shout.
There were seven others at the rest stop when they pulled up, including Wardley, Randy, and the officer he’d ridden with.
A few stragglers made their way over to the rest stop’s building, a simple men’s and women’s restroom with an outdoor water fountain, covered by a slanted roof. A brick wall stood at the other end, forming a short breezeway area that Wardley and a few other men and women were now huddling behind. 
Ben followed Julie as she stepped up onto the concrete floor of the pavilion and restroom.
“Glad you made it, you two,” Wardley said as they approached. 
With two minutes left, Julie thought. Maybe less. She wondered if it would have been wiser to just continue driving, see how far away they could get. But she knew it was irrational. Nothing they did at this point was going to change the outcome — either the bomb detonated with or without causing a cataclysmic eruption as well.
A few other officers were wide-eyed, as if they were staring at an apparition, and Julie knew they had questions — question about the bomb, where it was hidden, how Ben knew it would safely erupt over the water, and more. But Ben didn’t seem interested in entertaining questions. He waited for Julie to press in to the group and stood stoically right at the edge of the pavilion. 
She moved back a few steps to join him, and her hand found his. He turned to meet her gaze. 
“You think this will work?” he asked. 
“Stephens — they — seemed to have it all pretty well figured out,” Julie said. “But I can’t imagine the bomb’s blast being enough to open a major fissure in the Earth’s crust. This place has been here for 600,000 years without a major catastrophe like that, so I have to believe it’s stronger than that.” 
“Yeah,” was all Ben said. 
“I have a question for you, now,” Julie said. She noticed a few officers, as well as Randy, slowly making their way over to the pair at the edge of the concrete step. 
“What’s that?” he asked. 
“How’d you know about the single occupant campsites? Why did it just suddenly hit you that Stephens or his cronies would be stashing the payloads at those sites?”
Before Ben could answer, Wardley spoke up. “Yeah, and why not just dump the powder in the woods, where no one would ever find them?” 
Ben looked at each of the others in turn before he answered. “It was a guess, really. A hunch. But I was thinking about my — about Diana Torres — one of the people this Stephens guy murdered. She was alone, ever since my dad… left.” Julie understood how emotional this must have been for him, and how he was surely not ready to bare the truth in front of these other people. 
She also began to understand where he was going with it all. “And Livingston…” 
“Right,” he said. “Livingston was the epitome of ‘alone.’ Even surrounded by the people he worked with, he had an estranged family and nothing but fancy toys to keep him company. Charlie Furmann was alone, too. Worked with Diana, but otherwise lived by himself.” 
One of the officers stepped forward, looking confused. “That’s a pretty wild guess, Bennett. I don’t mean to sound accusatory, but I wouldn’t be able to stand trial with evidence like that.” 
He seemed to be waiting for a response, as did everyone else, and Julie was surprised when he gave them one. “I know. I thought about it long and hard, and the reason it was so compelling to me is that it lines up perfectly with my theory about this virus. About how to beat it.” 
Everyone’s eyes, if they weren’t already, were now riveted on Ben. Julie stared at him, too. They all waited for him to reveal his theory, but he wasn’t given the opportunity. 
A flash of light washed over Julie’s eyes, and she took a stumbling step backward. She tried to blink the light away, but it was almost immediately replaced by the loudest noise she’d ever heard. 
The cracking sound was like standing on a lightning bolt as it ripped open the earth, but it lasted longer. Her eyes must have been bleeding, and there was no way her eardrums could be intact after a sound like that. She tried to reach up and cover them as her vision returned. 
Through the white haze, she saw the treetops of the forest bending and crunching under some unseen force, followed closely by a massive shockwave of dust and debris. Her face was glued to the scene, unfolding front of her as if it were an action movie in slow motion. 
She felt something pulling at her, and her body was yanked backwards just as the force smashed against the brick wall. The roof above her was gone in an instant, and she saw the blue sky above her head. Dust filled every bit of the empty air in front of her face, and she felt it mingle with the saliva at the back of her throat, causing her to hack and cough. 
Still, the force beat down on them. The bricks at the very top of the wall were the first to go, then she watched in horror as a larger portion of them flew away, like birds fleeing from a predator. 
And just as quickly as it had started, it was over. She felt a heavy arm covering her, and it relaxed a little as the owner also realized the blast was finished. 
“You okay?” she heard Ben’s muffled voice whisper — or was he yelling? — into her ear. She nodded and stood up. 
The others recovered from the shock quickly, and soon each of them was examining the wreckage and destruction. Julie stepped off the concrete step and looked in the direction from which the blast had come. 
A large, blossoming, mushroom-shaped cloud, probably ten times the size of the one she’d seen only days earlier, had formed and was reaching up to the sky. It was a whitish-gray color, and she could see that toward the bottom of it, a layer seemed to be peeling off. 
“It’s the water,” Ben said. He still had his arm around her and was now holding her close. “It probably offset a million gallons of water, but it doesn’t seem like —”
A massive tremble directly below their feet caused Ben’s words to be clipped short. 
Julie panicked, running back onto the concrete slab, unsure of what to do. 
“Julie — get away from the building!” she heard Ben yell. For some reason, she obeyed, though her mind felt like mush. She ran off the step just as the brick wall they’d been standing under collapsed. 
And still the ground shook. She saw jittery images of a policeman scream as the wall fell directly onto him, and another image of a stand of trees not a hundred feet from them simply disappear into the earth. 
The earthquake stretched on, growing more and more violent, but there was nowhere to go. 
Ben held her, and together they just waited. 
She thought every bone in her body was going to be shaken loose, and only then did she remember Ben’s leg injury. She glanced over to him and saw that he was clenching his jaw, trying to steady himself. He was leaning almost completely on his good foot, doing his best to ignore the pain. 
And then it stopped. 
Just like the bomb’s initial blast, the earthquake just stopped. It was as if the Earth was resetting itself, shaking itself off from a fight. 
She looked around. If it was bad before, this was a disaster. The entire brick structure was rubble, reduced to bits of brick and metal rebar. Trees were toppled, more on the ground than there were still standing, and a large crater had formed just on the other side of the road. 
“Is it over?” she heard someone ask.
“No idea. I think if it was going to blow, it would have done so by now!” another voice yelled in response. 
They waited for almost an hour, milling about and checking their vehicles for damage. Except for a few small aftershocks, the ground seemed able to hold the supervolcano at bay. Julie was on edge the entire time, waiting for everything to be incinerated without warning, but when no fire came up out of the ground, she began to relax a little. 
She and Ben were standing by the truck, ready to head back to civilization, when a group of officers came over. One of them, the man who’d questioned Ben earlier, started up the same conversation thread from before. “Bennett, you mentioned something about figuring out the virus earlier. What was that? What did you figure out?” 
“Like I said, it’s still a theory, but I think it’s worth exploring. Once Julie’s emailed her headquarters at the CDC about it, we’ll be able to test it and get some hard data soon.” 
The man’s expression softened a bit. “Ben, you’ve gotten us through this far. You were right about the caches, and you were right about the bomb.” 
Another officer was standing nearby, smiling. “Yeah. You know, you’re either working for the bad guys or you’re just smarter than you look. Tell us what you’re thinking, man.”
Julie saw Ben sigh. “Okay, maybe you can help me piece it together. Basically, Stephens — that guy we thought was on our side — has been leading us on the whole time. He wasn’t just doing his job, though. It was personal to him, for whatever reason. He had more investment in this thing than just trying to accomplish a goal. I think he was trying to make a point.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, back at the lab, I heard him say something like ‘America isn’t united enough…”
“…To save itself,” Julie finished. “Yeah, I heard him say that too. Three times.” 
“Well,” Ben continued, “I think he was trying to tell us something. That, and he only murdered people who were single, alone, and clearly isolated in some way. He even tried to kill me, just before all of this.” 
Julie was quickly brought back to that fateful moment. Beating Stephens to a pulp after believing Ben was dead. 
“So I’ve been thinking about what it all meant. We already knew he wanted us to figure it out — he admitted that much himself. So I had to ask myself why he’d do it that way, when it would have been far easier to just blow the park and caldera silently, without taking us along for the ride.
“And that led to thinking about the virus. Julie and I both had it — we were covered in the rash; they even took her in to quarantine.” 
“But it worked its way out of your system, right? After it killed itself off?” Officer Wardley asked. 
“It did, but when Julie and I were together, like physically close to one another, it didn’t get worse. Only when we were separated was when it grew in each of us.”
Julie was now confused as well. “Are you saying this thing can be beaten just by getting people close together?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. But from what we learned in the lab, and from our own experience, I’d say it’s worth a shot.” 
The answer was too simplistic to be possible. She looked around at the others, and many were nodding. As she thought about it more and more, it did seem obvious to her as well. 
“So what do we do?” she asked. “Get everyone together in a room and hope that it spreads, like chickenpox?” 
“Maybe. I’ll leave that up to your people,” Ben said. “But I’d bet it’s a start.”



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixty
 
BEN AND JULIE SPENT THE remainder of the day quarantined inside a massive white CDC tent set up just outside Yellowstone National Park. Her email had reached the highest levels of government, and each of the departments involved with the investigation of the enigma strain virus weighed in, including the CDC. 
In the end, Ben’s ideas were deemed sound enough to be fully tested and researched, and new quarantine locations were launched and data was gathered. Across the United States, each zone was given an updated protocol that included instructions based upon Julie and Ben’s findings, with the expectation that each area would send their research back to corporate headquarters in Atlanta.
The tent outside Yellowstone was no different, and Ben and Julie found themselves helping with anything and everything to get the station set up and prepared, only to become the first test subjects. They’d explained everything that had happened so far, including Stephens’ involvement, how Ben and Julie discovered where the caches and the bomb were hidden, and what they thought might be the way to defeat the virus. 
Each of them had been assigned a separate bed, but because of their discovery of the “close proximity” rule, each bed was arranged close to another bed, and all of the infected patients were placed into the same large room, allowing for the disease to proliferate and spread among them. Within a matter of hours, the CDC confirmed Ben’s prediction that the proximity effect had a massive impact on slowing the spread of the virus, and within another few hours, they’d all but confirmed the suspicion that extended exposure to the virus led to an eventual recovery and inoculation. 
They were released shortly after verifying that they were virus-free, and the research continued, using patients gathered from cities and towns in the surrounding two hundred mile radius around the camp.
Within two days, news of the virus’s weakness was spread among major outlets over television, radio, and internet sources. The key was proximity, and “recovery stations” were set up inside or near every major metropolitan area, including parks, arenas, stadiums, and larger government buildings. Smaller, more rural areas had similar stations, utilizing VFW posts, public meeting houses, and judicial centers. 
Large or small, the goal was the same: get as many people under one roof as possible, each with enough supplies to last a week. FEMA, Red Cross, and a dozen other agencies and organizations were simultaneously instructed to provide infrastructure support and training for the massive relief effort. And thanks to the efforts of large telecommunications companies, many of the relief locations were provided WIFI access and secure data points, allowing work to continue without major conflicts. 
Wall Street found little interruption in their operations, using mobile and wireless access points to continue trading and prevent any slowdowns in the US economy, and was able to ensure that losses in the major indexes were kept to a minimum. The government itself, operating for so long on pre-internet technology, seemed to be completely capable of keeping itself afloat without outside help. 
Overall, the disaster relief efforts, while long and far-reaching, were successful. The nation watched as day after day, more public services were restarted, businesses were reopened, and municipal governments were resumed. Due to the staggering effect of healing the virus in phases throughout the population, as well as the increased desire to see America united again, many people were faced with nothing more than a week or two of unpaid vacation time while they were immunized against the disease. 
Within a month’s time, the enigma strain virus was deemed to be ‘a minor threat’ by the Centers for Disease Control, citing the work done by Ben and Julie as well as the data gathered by each of the quarantine stations. The virus/bacteria was expected to reveal itself in less than 5% of the population over the coming year, and while an actual antidote was still out of reach, plans had been made to control the infection by forced exposure and proximity, eventually leading to full immunization against the disease. 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixty-One 

“VALÈRE, WHAT HAPPENED?” EMILIO ASKED through the screen. 
Valère was pacing around the office, the speakers beaming the other man’s voice directly to his ears, as if Emilio was not behind a computer monitor but instead right there in the room with him. 
“I have sent over a detailed analysis of the events that transpired —” 
“Not now, SARA,” Emilio yelled. “I know you ‘sent over’ your little AI understanding of ‘these events,’ but I’m not asking that. Hell, it’s all over the news! I know exactly what happened. I’m asking Mr. Valère.” 
Valère looked up, his eyes narrowed as he focused on the monitor. “Mr. Vasquez, I apologize for causing you undue stress. I assure you, our investments remain sound, as does our plan.” 
“Our plan?” Emilio shouted. SARA automatically reduced the sound level before it was sent to Valère’s ears, so as not to cause any hearing pain. “Our plan has failed miserably. This was supposed to cripple the nation, not create a more patriotic and united one!” 
Valère let the man continue, uninterrupted. 
“Stephens failed, thanks to that escaped specimen Fischer, and those two CDC —”
“One CDC agent, Mr. Vasquez. The other was merely a park ranger at —”
“SARA, enough!” Emilio yelled. 
Valère turned to the screen, noticing the rage building in his partner’s face. He held up a hand just as Emilio was about to start again. “Please, my friend, give yourself room to understand the true depth of what we have accomplished here.” 
Emilio sneered but remained silent. 
“Our plans have failed, perhaps, when seen through the narrow lens of the project’s parameters. But the Company remains strong, stronger than ever, perhaps, and that is in no small part due to the events that have transpired in America.” 
Emilio nodded. 
“In addition, the Company has confirmed that research continues in Brazil, and preparations are underway in Antarctica. We remain beneath the radar and will continue operations while the governments involved clean up the mess.” 
“But at what cost, Valère? We failed. There is nothing we have accomplished by —”
“By what?” Valère asked. He steeled himself, pushing down the nervousness that he could feel creeping upward through his body. “There is nothing we have accomplished by failing? That is true. But what, exactly, do you think we were supposed to accomplish?”
Emilio frowned. 
“Your parameters and objectives were the same as mine, and according to them, we have failed. Stephens was a loose cannon, and we have shown a lack of control over many of our contingencies. But what do you think the purpose was?” 
“Of the failure?” 
“Of even the success, were we to achieve it?” 
“I — I don’t understand where you’re going with this, Francis.” 
Valère paused. “Of course you don’t, Emilio. You were tapped for this project, and this one alone. But the Company has other interests, as I’m sure you’re aware. So what could they possibly expect to gain from a project such as this?” 
Again, Emilio frowned. 
“Nothing, my friend. Nothing directly. This project is busy work. It was something that seemed large enough to matter, though not crucial enough to place the entire weight and infrastructure of the Company behind it.” 
“You mean…” 
“Yes, Emilio. The Company needed us to create a distraction. One that would raise few eyebrows, regardless of success or failure. One that required little in the way of resources and management, yet caused all eyes to focus inward.” 
“So the project —” 
“The project was just that, Emilio. A project. A test, really. And we failed, but only in the sense of the direct mission. In this overall game, I believe we have achieved success. Massive success.
“Every eye in the developed world has been watching America, watching to see how they react. America is in fits, recovering, trying to stabilize itself. It will, in time. But it will be too late. The Company was working on a much larger project when they discovered the enigma strain. The virus was a side effect, a wonderful addendum to our research. I wrote the project’s overview and had it approved as a way to divert more attention away from their larger goal.
“And may I ask what that goal is, Mr. Valère?” Emilio asked. 
Valère smiled, his eyes heavy, as he reached for the control to switch off the monitor. 
“I’m sorry, Emilio. You may not.” 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixty-Two
 
THE COLD HAD BEEN CREEPING in for the past few hours, and Ben’s jacket seemed to be doing no more good. He sighed, watching his breath hang in the air and crystallize, the tiny specks sparkling as they collected and fell to the snowy ground. 
He raised the long-handled axe and swung it once more. A satisfying crack reverberated around the tall pines, eventually getting lost in the white landscape. The block of wood split down the middle, sending the two halves in opposite directions, where two piles already lay. Ben paused, examining his work, then heaved the axe up onto his shoulder and began to walk toward one of the piles. He filled a wheelbarrow, then rolled the load back up a narrow dirt path. 
As he exited the thick stand of trees, the sight in front of him almost stopped him in his tracks. The deep mocha-colored wood of the cabin’s exterior stood out in stark contrast to the surrounding forest. A thin chimney piped out a few wisps of smoke from a fire he’d left unattended hours ago, but he could still smell the faint odor of burning logs. 
He started up the path again, stopping only when he reached the front door. He set the wheelbarrow down on its mounts and stacked the wood in careful lines on both sides of the door. As he worked, he tried to calculate the fruits of the day’s labor. Half a cord, maybe more.
Not enough, but not bad either, considering how slow he’d been lately thanks to his healing foot. 
Finally finished with the wheelbarrow, he leaned it up against the wall of the cabin and reached for the door handle. 
It opened before he got a grip on it. 
“Took you long enough — it’s getting a little chilly in here.” 
He smiled as he tried to think of a witty response. 
“You know what? Think about it over dinner. You’ll freeze if you stand there and try to get that brain of yours working again.” 
He walked into the cabin, immediately struck by the warmth of the dry air, and shut the door behind him. 
Julie just watched. “Slowing down a little in your old age? Yesterday you got more than that, and you were done by four.” 
This time he wasn’t caught off guard. “At least I’m doing something useful. What was that slop you tried to feed me last night?”
Julie’s eyes grew wide as she grinned back at him. “Oh, really? Good thing you’re cooking tonight, then. We’ll see how you do.” 
He had removed his gloves and scarf and was now working on his boots as Julie came over and sat down on the bench next to him. He’d removed one shoe when he felt her arm slide underneath his. 
She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he sat back against the wall. Ben felt her squeeze his hand, somehow causing the room to grow even warmer. He smiled and closed his eyes. 
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