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Chapter 1

	 

	I stride down the jetty, bag in hand.

	My shoes scrape against the weathered wood. Sunlight tickles the back of my neck.

	The taste of salt on my tongue and the hush of ocean waves on the white sand shore soothe me. The edge of the dock beckons, along with the sanctity of silence. 

	 

	Man, this vacation has been a long time coming. With the divorce and Amy's outrageous settlement, not to mention the media coverage, I deserve a damn break.

	Never mind. It’s taken the last of my savings to get me to my small corner of paradise - a remote island off the coast of Cuba. 

	 

	No one will find me here.

	 

	I can finally take a second to gather my thoughts. "A time out before the next movie," I mutter as I run my fingers through my salt-slicked hair. 

	 

	As the ocean breeze pushes me onward, I step off the jetty and onto the pitted ‘crete of the dock.

	The place is basically empty, apart from a couple stragglers. 

	“Strange,” I whisper. 

	 

	"Excuse me," a man says at the end of the walkway. His white coat sticks out against the backdrop of palms and the holiday resort against a hill. A couple more feet and it’d be a mountain.

	 

	"Excuse me, are you Jay O’Connor?

	I - could I trouble you for an autograph?" the stranger asks in a British accent.

	 

	"Not today," I say and shove away the guilt. My publicist would freak out if she heard me dare refuse an autograph at a time like this.

	 

	"Please, I just - I'm such a huge fan." The man steps closer and holds out a pen. The edge of his coat flaps in the breeze. 

	 

	"Dude, you don't even have a piece of paper. You want me to sign your ass or something? Because I don't play that." 

	The man grasps my arm. An iron grip too strong for his skinny arms. 

	 

	"Please," he whispers and brings the pen up.

	"What are you doing? Let go of me," I say and glance back at the boat.

	It’s a speck on the horizon. Panic streaks through my core. I've dealt with crazy fans before, but this takes it to another level. 

	 

	His brown eyes are wide, filled with desperation, and a hint of something else.

	 

	"Just one autograph," the man hisses. Silver glints in my peripheral vision. The nib is too long. The pen – it’s too fat. 

	"That's not a pen," I say stupidly, as he drives the needle into the skin of my neck.

	 

	I feel stinging like liquid fire spreading through my veins.

	I shudder a gasp and smack his hand, but he doesn’t let go. 

	The man brings his face closer, beads of sweat trickle from his temples beside graying hair. 

	 

	"Listen carefully," he says, in a throat-scratching tone. 

	"I've injected you with a deadly virus. 

	You have two hours to live. 

	If you want the cure, you must pay me five million dollars." 

	"Wait. Wha -?”

	 

	The man's grip tightens. 

	Wind brushes the back of my neck. 

	Pressure builds between us.

	"Two hours. Pay up or you'll die." 

	 

	"Bastard," I grunt. This is my life. 

	Always some guy looking for a handout. 

	He’s probably injected me with sugar water or some shit. 

	 

	It’s a scam.

	 

	I’ve been through this type of thing before. 

	Not the needle, but the blackmail. 

	“What is this?” 

	 

	The scientist slides the needle from my skin. 

	He pockets the syringe and pats it once. 

	“Five million dollars,” he says.

	“Come with me, and I’ll give you the payment details. 

	I’ll create the cure.” 

	 

	“Cure? For what? 

	What is this? What did you put inside me?” 

	I press my palm to my neck. 

	Wetness trickles between my fingers. I pull my hand back, but it’s clean and dry. 

	 

	“There will be side effects.”

	 

	The scientist steps closer again, and I flinch. “Don’t make this complicated. You’ll die if we don’t hurry.” 

	 

	It’s the third time he’s said that. 

	It finally hits home.

	I raise my fist and cut upward toward his square chin. He dodges back, out of reach.

	My knuckles connect with thin air, and I spin on the spot and stumble, falling to my knees on the dock. 

	 

	The concrete scrapes my chinos, the tear of fabric and grind of flesh jar my senses. 

	I teeter forward and flop onto my stomach. So much for the new Ralph Lauren shirt.

	My bag falls from my hand and bounces out of reach. 

	 

	“Don’t exert yourself too much,” the scientist says. 

	 

	I focus on the pair of jeans which poke from the bottom of his lab coat. 

	They haze out of view then back again. 

	 

	“What the hell is this?” 

	And this time, my concern is as real as the blood in my veins.

	 “It’s a virus,” the scientist says. He drops to his haunches in front of me.

	 

	A flash of pity mars that façade of severity. 

	 

	“It will eat you from the inside out. Your side effects will worsen the closer you get to the 

	two-hour deadline.”

	 

	I scuffle to my hands and knees and dive at him again. He’s not quick enough this time.

	 

	We connect, and the scientist flies backward and tumbles along the walkway. 

	A shocked scream ring out. I raise my head, and a woman swims in and out of my gaze. She stares at us, jaw dropped, then turns to run.

	 

	“Wait.” I raise a hand. She can help stop this madness. A witness. 

	The scientist pushes me back and I land hard on my ass.

	 

	“It’s no use fighting,” he says. “You’ll be too weak soon. Come with me. Pay the money. I’ll fix you up.” 

	“Why would I trust you?” 

	I ask between labored breaths. 

	 

	It’s too hot to breathe. No, it’s too cold. Ice runs down my spine. More wetness that isn’t there.

	 

	“Because I’m your only hope.” He holds out his clean palm. 

	I stare at it, caught between life and the truth. I don’t have the money to pay him.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	
Chapter 2

	 

	“Come with me,” the scientist says and jerks his hand closer. 

	 

	I reach for it. 

	 

	An inhalation and then… an explosion rocks the building in the distance. The swell of sound deafens me and breaks over our bodies. 

	 

	Orange flames overwhelm the resort, bubbling through the air. Tile shatters, rubble flips end over end. Smoke rises in a pyre. 

	 

	Distant shrieks are drowned out by the rumble of collapse. 

	I grab for the scientist’s hand. He retracts it. 

	 

	My palms slap against the concrete and I tumble onto my forearms. 

	“What?” That’s all I can say. I stare up at the man who’s trying to kill me. 

	 

	The scientist is as pale as a sheet. “No,” he says, and I can barely make out the word. 

	 

	 “Lily!” the man shrieks. 

	He spins on his heel and darts off toward the burning wreckage, past an elderly couple clinging to each other.

	 

	The dock is crowded. People stare, slack-jawed, at the burning wreckage beyond the palms and exotic trees. Slowly, the devastation strikes home. 

	Eyes widen. Women tremble. Men grasp their partners by the hand. Screams ring out in the vacuum of sound. 

	 

	“Escorpiones Negros,” a man says behind me. 

	 

	I don’t have the energy to turn. I don’t care what he means. 

	Instead, I reach for the watch on my left wrist. I twist the dial and set the alarm. “Two hours,” I whisper. 

	 

	My head swims, but the vision clears at last. That side effect has finally faded.

	 

	Sirens ring in the distance and hope spears my heart.

	It fades again.

	They won’t be able to help me if the scientist has to make the cure.

	 

	I’m on my own.

	



	

	“Jill,” I say, scrambling across the dock. I push myself upright and limp to my bag. 

	It’s popped open on one side, trampled by a rush of feet. My tablet lies face down beside a rumple of clothes. 

	 

	“Shit.” I turn it over. The screen is cracked. “Shit.” 

	“Are you okay?” An elderly woman bends down beside me and touches my arm.

	
	I snatch it out of reach and glare at her. “Fine,” I reply before swallowing. My throat is as scratchy as the desert.

	 

	“Let me help you. Do you need an ambulance?” Her accent is thick. English isn’t her native language. 

	 

	I ignore her and rifle through my pockets. I whip out my cellphone and swear again. 

	The screen isn’t just cracked on the cell. It’s shattered. 

	Liquid blues and yellows spread behind the ruined glass, but it still lights up.

	
	That’s fine. I know Jill’s number by heart. 

	 

	“Young man, you look like you need to go to the hospital,” the woman says. 

	She hasn’t recognized me, by some miracle. 

	 

	Maybe all that smoke in the distance has wiped the slate clean. 

	No one cares if you starred in a movie or produced one, when the hotel is on fire.

	The woman grasps my arm and I wrench it free. “Get away from me,” I hiss. 

	She stumbles back and presses her palm to her chest. Confusion radiates from her. 

	She doesn’t have anything on me.

	
	“Focus,” I whisper
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