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      For the health care workers and virologists who have been fighting Covid-19.

      

      When I finished Never Forget the Past last November, I began thinking about the idea for this book. I knew it was going to be about Cara and since she was former military, I began researching if the military studied viruses. At the time, I thought it would be interesting to write about an outbreak. Little did I know that Covid-19 would hit a few months later, and we would be living through our own outbreak. That actually made this book so much harder to write because I was so tired of being in quarantine.

      

      Melioidosis, the virus discussed in this book, is a real disease that the military does study. I did take a few liberties in the infection timeline, but only because the timeline to show symptoms can be anywhere from two days to fifty-two years. As this is a suspense, the story needed to cover just a few weeks instead of years. The rest of the information about Melioidosis is actually true.

      

      I hope that you enjoy this story and that wherever you are, you are staying safe and healthy.

      

      Not only am I giving away free stories, I’m giving away free listens. Plus subscribers get a chance to win. Subscribe today!
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      Cara Hunter let the warm wind blow in the open window as she drove down the interstate in her red Ford Mustang. Her left hand drifted up to adjust her sunglasses, as her right tapped on the steering wheel, the rhythm close to the one blaring out of her radio. A smile played across her lips as she thought of seeing Steve again. She only came this way once a month, but it was her favorite day each month. Though she enjoyed running the bed and breakfast in Fire Beach, she missed working closely with Steve.

      Perhaps it was the military regimen or the added sense of security that she missed the most, but Steve’s dry sense of humor topped the list as well. Besides, doing the research on her own was not only lonely, but living the double life was beginning to take its toll on her. She’d noticed that in the mirror this morning as she got dressed. There were definitely more wrinkles around her eyes and a deeper crease in her forehead than there had been a year ago when she’d been forced to leave the base and create a secret identity in Fire Beach.

      At first, she hadn’t minded. It had been good to see Jordan again, and the bed and breakfast provided some relief from her other work. The work that consumed her nights and invaded her dreams. Even during the day, it kept her on edge. She had been forced to keep a tight circle of friends for fear of never knowing who she could trust, but she knew she could trust Steve. She could relax and be herself around him. These once a month visits were the only times she felt like she wasn’t lying to everyone around her. The only time the tension truly melted from her shoulders even as they discussed mortality rates and vaccine issues. She just hoped he had found more than she had.

      The last few weeks had been one setback after another. Of course, she wasn’t dealing with the live virus strands or the rats - Steve had taken that on - but mapping the epitopes was no walk in the park either. It was just a little safer.

      She slowed the car as she reached the turnoff for his street. Smiling, she wondered if he would have dressed today. He hadn’t the last time she’d come, and she’d been shocked when he opened the door wearing SpongeBob pajama pants and an old Army shirt. He’d explained that since he’d left the base and rarely seemed to leave his house, he’d taken to only changing out of his pajamas for showers which she was almost certain had become fewer and farther between. He had always been eccentric, but the loneliness and stress had certainly taken a strange toll on him. She wondered what his neighbors thought of him.

      As she parked the car a few spots from his door, a weird tingling sensation shot down her spine. On instinct, she turned the engine off and scanned the area looking for anything out of place and listening for any noise that didn’t belong. Other than the silence that seemed thicker today than normal, nothing appeared contrary to how it usually was. Perhaps the stress was getting to her too.

      She grabbed her laptop bag and headed toward his house. He’d picked a nondescript rambler in the middle of a residential neighborhood. “To blend in better,” he’d said. She supposed it worked. Sometimes hiding in plain sight was better than hiding anywhere else.

      After a final scan of the surrounding area, she knocked softly on Steve’s door. “Steve, are you in here?” A feeling of unease washed over her as it creaked open. Steve never left his door unlocked. Like her, he was paranoid of being caught doing his research. Even though they’d been sanctioned by the military, what they were doing could be dangerous if it fell into the wrong hands. It was something she worried about every day, and she’d had enough conversations with Steve to know the fear had taken residence in his mind too.

      She should turn around right now. Or call Jordan. At least if she had a detective with her, she wouldn’t be blamed for whatever she might find inside, but she had to know. Careful not to touch anything more, she nudged the door open a little farther with her elbow.

      The unease burgeoned into terror as she took in the room. Or what was left of it. Furniture had been shredded and lay upended across the room. Drawers hung like broken arms from the desk. Books and papers littered the floor, and an eerie silence filled the room. How she wished she had more than the small knife concealed in her boot.

      The desire to call Steve’s name again burned in her throat, but she clamped her jaws shut. Though it felt as if whoever had done this was gone, alerting them to her presence would be reckless if they were still in the house.

      Instead, she took cautious steps around the mess, careful not to step on anything and leave footprints. As she did, she looked for any prints that might have been left by the perpetrator. It hadn’t rained lately, so the chances were slim but even an indention on a piece of paper would help.

      The living room opened to a kitchen which was equally messy. All the drawers had been emptied on the floor and the cabinet doors gaped open like hungry mouths. Someone had obviously been looking for something, and Cara knew they had probably found it.

      Steve kept most of his research in a hidden closet in his bedroom, but if whoever had done this was this thorough, it was unlikely they hadn’t found the room. She just hoped Steve hadn’t been home when they had.

      Exiting the kitchen, she proceeded carefully down the hallway. Steve’s house was small - just a single bedroom after he and his wife had split up. That left only two more doors - the bathroom and the bedroom. Both doors were open, and Cara glanced quickly in the sparse bathroom before continuing to the bedroom.

      Fear, rage, and disgust battled for her dominant emotion as she nudged the bedroom door open further and saw Steve lying face down on the bed. The puddle of brick-colored liquid surrounding him left no doubt that he was dead, and the open door to his secret closet at the other end of the room confirmed her suspicion that his research was gone.

      There was no reason to stay any longer. She needed to get out of there before any of the neighbors saw her and tried to pin this murder on her.

      Retracing her steps, Cara exited the house and climbed back in her car. The composure she had worked so hard to contain while in the house crumbled as her door shut. Tremors took over her body as she grappled with the knowledge. Someone had killed Steve. Was she next?

      Her hand shook as she fumbled to get the key in the ignition. She needed to call Jordan and have him send someone to the scene, but first she needed to call Malone. She had to know if he knew and what he was going to do to protect her.

      She punched in his personal number before throwing the car into reverse and backing away from the crime scene. Every nerve in her body wanted her to flee, press the gas and roar out of the area, but that would only draw unwanted attention. Attention she didn’t need.

      “Cara? What’s going on?” The concern in Malone’s deep voice resonated through her car, but it did nothing to calm her racing heart.

      “Steve’s dead.” Choked with emotion, the strangled words hardly sounded like her voice.

      “What?”

      “He’s dead. I stopped in for our monthly meetup, but I was too late. Someone beat me there. They trashed the place, killed Steve, and stole the research.” Her hands gripped the steering wheel, the color in her knuckles fading to a dull white.

      “Are you sure they got the research?”

      Cara glanced down at her phone briefly as if glaring at it could send her ire to Malone. How could he sound so calm when she had just told him a member of their team was dead? And why did he appear more interested in the research than the man’s life?

      “Well, I didn’t paw through everything and leave my fingerprints all over the place, but the house was trashed. His secret room was open. I have no doubt they found everything they were looking for. Do you even care about Steve?”

      Malone’s sigh echoed through her speakers. “Of course I do, but I don’t have to remind you Cara that our work is important. We’re talking about saving lives.”

      “Right now we ought to be thinking about endangering lives. Steve had samples of the virus and mice that may or may not have been infected which means someone else now has them, and we have no idea what they plan to do with them. What if they come after me? Geez, Malone, how did they even know to come after Steve?” The questions tumbled out of her mouth like drips from a leaky faucet, but for each one she voiced, a dozen more scrambled for space in her brain.

      “I don’t know, Cara. I will look into it. For now, stay safe and see if you can get a breakthrough on that vaccine.”

      She wanted to ask him how exactly she was supposed to do that, but before she could say anything more, the click of him hanging up the phone reverberated through the car. She was on her own.

      Well, not entirely on her own. She had Jordan and the rest of her friends in Fire Beach. They didn’t know about her secret life, but she had no doubt they would help her out when she told them. She just had to make it back home.
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      Criminal Investigator Cole Davenport sighed as he looked around the most recent crime scene. To say it was a mess would be putting it mildly. Papers were scattered everywhere, drawers had been pulled out of desks and overturned, shredded pillows lay like flayed corpses leaving a trail of stuffing around the room. And of course, the body reposed in the middle of the mayhem. Face down with a massive wound to the head. “Is the head wound the cause of death?”

      Wendy, the forensic technician, looked up at him and nodded. “It would appear so.” Her gloved fingers examined the wound through the dark hair. “I would say blunt force trauma with a pointed object.” She touched the skin of the body and moved one of the poor man’s arms. “Based on rigor mortis and algor mortis, I would say he’s been dead eight to ten hours.”

      Cole nodded. Eight to ten hours would put the death in the middle of the night. At least that would explain the man still being in pajamas. Odd though. If he’d been sleeping, why attack with an object? Why not use a gun or smother him with one of the pillows? There were certainly enough of those around. Perhaps the man had woken to some noise? “Is there any sign of a struggle?” If he’d woken before he was hit, surely, he would have fought his attacker.

      Wendy studied one hand and then the other before shaking her head. “I don’t see anything that would lead me to make that determination, but we could scrape his nails to be sure.”

      “Please do.” Cole bit the inside of his lip and studied the victim again. Something seemed off, but he was having trouble placing what it was. “Was he killed on the bed?”

      Wendy pushed up her glasses with the back of her hand and looked around the room. “I doubt it. There’s no spray in this room.”

      Yes, that was it. There was no splatter on the walls. If the man had been hit in the head, there would be a spray of blood. “Right.” Cole scanned the room, noticing a door open at the back of the bedroom that he hadn’t paid attention to before. He had assumed at first it was a closet, but now he saw that the closet was to his left. Nor was it a bathroom because that was in the hallway of this small one-bedroom house. So, why was there another door?

      Careful to step around the mess to avoid contaminating any evidence, he made his way slowly to the open door. Stopping at the entrance, he pulled on his gloves and stepped inside. The room was small - perhaps it had been the closet at one time? Or had it been added after the fact? Whatever it was, it was clearly the place the attack had happened. Red droplets coated the wall like a sick abstract piece of art. So why move the body?

      A shelf that had apparently functioned as a desk spanned one wall. It was devoid of anything now, but something told him it had once housed equipment of some kind. He ran his gloved hand across the surface and then held it closer to his face. What was that? Rice? A piece of grain? Removing a bag from his pocket, he dropped the speck inside to analyze later. Maybe the man ate in this room, but why? It certainly wasn’t a cheery space. A solitary bulb hung from the ceiling casting a dim, eerie light on the room.

      Underneath the shelf, he found a small fridge and a two-drawer file cabinet. Both were empty, but something inside him told him they hadn’t been at one time. What had been the purpose of this room? It seemed too dark for an office. Some sort of research? But why keep it hidden? What exactly had he stumbled into?

      Cole removed his gloves and ran a hand across the back of his neck as he stepped out of the macabre room. “When you get done processing the body, can we process this room as well?”

      Wendy looked up at him with an annoyed expression. “I’ll do the whole room, Sir.”

      Of course she would. She was one of the best technicians in the department. Thorough to a T. “Thank you.” There wasn’t much more he could do here. He would have to wait for the evidence to come in and see where it led him.
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      Cara’s thoughts were still on Steve’s death as she pulled into her spot in front of the bed and breakfast. Jordan had agreed to call in the death, but his tone had been filled with questions. She knew she would have to tell him everything soon. He deserved that courtesy anyway.

      Grabbing her laptop bag from the seat beside her, she locked the car and headed into the house. There was only one guest checked in currently, but it was nearing lunchtime and she needed to prepare something for her even if it was small.

      After dropping her bag on the counter, she turned to the fridge to grab fixings for sandwiches. Mustard, cheese, meat. Her hand had just touched the plastic package when pain like she’d never felt before shot through her head and the world went dark.

      A soft moan escaped Cara’s mouth as she struggled to open her eyes.

      “Cara, are you okay?”

      She tried to fight the cloud fogging her brain, but it was hard. Her head pounded like an incessant drummer and everything felt fuzzy. Still, that had sounded like a man’s voice - like Bubba’s voice. What was he doing here? More importantly, why weren’t her eyes cooperating as she tried to open them? Something had happened, but she couldn’t quite remember what. It was there in the fog but just out of reach.

      “This is Captain Makenna Drake of the Woodville police.”

      A female voice she didn’t recognize cut through the foggy haze. Certainly not Bubba’s voice. It was too high, but who was Makenna Drake? Not her guest. No, her guest was an artsy, elderly woman named Gladys here to walk the beach and look for sand dollars.

      “I’m at Cara Hunter’s bed and breakfast,” the voice continued, “and she’s been injured. Please send an ambo and a local unit to 212 Whistler Avenue.”

      “What happened here?” Confusion and concern collided in Bubba’s voice.

      “I have no idea.”

      And then like a curtain lifting before a play, the previous few minutes came back to Cara. Steve’s death. Setting her bag down. Grabbing food for sandwiches, and something hitting her across the head. “I think I do. Can you help me up?” Cara’s voice sounded strange and strangled in her head but at least the fog was dissipating. Unfortunately the clearing fog meant the throbbing pain in her head was increasing.

      “I don’t know if we should move her until the ambulance gets here.” There was that feminine voice again.

      “Nonsense.” Cara forced her eyes open and immediately blinked against the blinding light. She struggled to sit up herself. “I took a hit to the head, but I’m fine.”

      Bubba’s large hand gripped her arm, and he helped her to a sitting position so that her back leaned against the base of the bar. “You’re still getting looked at, Cara.”

      “Fine, they can look at me, but I’ll be okay.” She touched the back of her head and grimaced at the bump she felt. She’d had worse, but this was definitely a good one. “I’m assuming there’s no one still in the house?”

      “We didn’t see anyone.” Bubba’s cautious words were followed with a glance at the brunette next to him that told Cara they hadn’t yet checked.

      “But we didn’t clear the house either. I’ll do that now.” As the woman stood, Cara finally placed who she was. Makenna Drake, the police officer from Woodville whom Bubba had called her about a few days ago.

      “Do you know what happened?” Bubba’s concerned gaze returned to Cara as Makenna pulled her gun and stepped out of the kitchen.

      “I know someone clocked me with something, but I didn’t see them. I was getting lunch prepared for Gladys.” Gladys! The woman’s elderly face rose to her mind, and she tried to stand. “Is Gladys okay?”

      Bubba pushed her back down. “Makenna and I will check on her. You are not to move until you get checked out. So, you have no idea who attacked you?”

      Cara chewed on her bottom lip. She may not know who, but she could guess it was the same person who had attacked Steve. “They must have been quiet because I heard nothing.” She could not believe that someone had gotten the jump on her. With her military background, that shouldn’t have happened, especially after she saw what happened with Steve. Her radar should have been on heavy alert which meant not only had she been too distracted but it had to have been someone with experience. But then why leave her alive?

      Her eyes widened as she remembered she had left her laptop on the counter. Oh no, had they gotten her research too? No, please God no. It would be bad if they had Steve’s, but if they had hers too? She needed to check, but she couldn’t right now. Not with Bubba and Makenna still here. None of them knew of her work, and for their protection, she needed to keep it that way.

      “What’s wrong?” Bubba must have noticed the change in her expression because concern colored his normally deep, booming voice.

      Cara thought quickly. She couldn’t share the truth with him, but what could she say? “I was just thinking about Gladys. She’s an elderly woman, and I would hate it if anything happened to her.”

      Bubba narrowed his eyes at her as if he didn’t believe her. She couldn’t blame him. That excuse had been lacking. “I promise Makenna will find out. You just need to rest and recover. Are you thinking it was a robbery?”

      “Yeah, I mean I can’t imagine what else it would be. I’ll have to check the safe later and my room though to be sure.”

      Makenna returned at that moment but as her gun was back in her holster, Cara knew she had found nothing. “The rest of the place is clean. Your guest in room three was taking a nap and heard nothing, so that’s a dead end too. I’m assuming the police will do a fingerprinting of the area when they arrive.”

      “That we will,” Detective Jordan Graves said as he and his female partner, Al, stepped into the room. His eyes narrowed in concern when he caught Cara’s gaze. “Are you okay?”

      Cara had known Jordan longer than the others, and she could tell his worry ran deep from the creases in his forehead and around his eyes. The fact that he knew about Steve only deepened his concern, but the last thing she needed was Jordan sticking to her like glue. That would certainly make it hard to finish her mission. “I’m fine, Jordan. Someone got the jump on me, but it’s just a little bump.”

      Disbelief flickered in his eyes as his hand ran across his stubbled face, but he knew her well enough to know she would tell him what she could when she got a chance. He would have questions for her later, especially coupled with this morning’s call, but hopefully, he would save them until after she could check on her research and come up with a credible story.

      “Okay, I love you guys, but can I get a little room to examine my patient here?” Ivy’s soft feminine voice carried through the kitchen.

      The group parted and Ivy squatted beside Cara. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a low ponytail today emphasizing the heart shape of her face. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay. Just a little dizzy.”

      Ivy flashed a light in Cara’s eyes and checked her pulse. Then she checked the bump on the back of her head. “Well, there’s a little blood back here, and since you were unconscious, I want to take you in for a head CT. It’s probably nothing, but we don’t mess around with head injuries.”

      Cara wanted to object - she needed to see how much the person had gotten - but she knew it was futile. With the group surrounding her, there was no way they were going to let her skip a hospital visit. She would just have to hope the doctor would release her soon and she could come back to check on her work.

      “All right, fine. Bubba, I put Makenna in room five. The key is in the cabinet behind my desk.”

      “Don’t worry, Cara, I’ll help get her set up,” Jordan offered. He knew the house almost as well as she did from all the times he had brought her someone to house and protect.

      “I’ll even have him give me a run down, so I can cover the place while you’re gone.” A smile accompanied Makenna’s words, and Cara could see why Bubba had fallen for her. Not only was she pretty, but here she was offering to help out a total stranger.

      “Thank you.” Cara had never needed extra help. The B&B was never that busy, and she did most of her research in the early morning and late evenings, but suddenly she wished she had trained someone on how to run the business.

      Makenna placed a hand on Cara’s shoulder. “I’m happy to help. I was worried I might be a little bored without my regular police duties, but this will be a nice way to keep me busy when Bubba’s at work.”

      The two exchanged a smile that made Cara’s heart ache. Would she ever find someone who looked at her like that?

      “And I’ll get the crime lab out here to dust for fingerprints,” Al said as she pulled her radio from her belt and stepped away.

      “See? Everything is under control, so it’s time to get you loaded up.”

      Ivy’s smile was bright and encouraging, but Cara had a hard time returning it. If they knew what might be missing and what could happen if it fell into the wrong hands, they wouldn’t be so glib. She just hoped that didn’t happen.
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