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      Feodor expected a crunch, but let out a heavy sigh when he caught sight of the squirrel in the side view mirror scurrying across the remaining half of the road tail raised high. He wasn’t on a murdering spree, just had two simple rules when it came to animals dashing across the road right in front of his car. Never step on the brakes. Never swerve. You’ll only end up losing control and killing yourself.

      He rolled his tongue around his mouth. He was sore in some areas, a few loose teeth. The tangy metallic taste of blood coated his tongue. He must have taken one or two in the mouth. It had happened so fast.

      A sadness he’d never felt since his days in the Baltic states enveloped him. Right now, he had crossed the point of no return. He knew this was the beginning of the end unless he acted real fast. He recalled the plan Yurik came with and wondered, why this time? It didn’t make sense.

      Inside the car was freezing; his fingers were almost frozen. Feodor turned the heater on and cranked it up. It bellowed like a hairdryer.

      As the inside of the car got warmer, the smell of cheap cologne, body odor, and stale sweat engulfed Feodor. He glanced at his passenger, shook his head slowly, and then turned off the heater.

      He pushed a button and the window lowered with a scraping hum. Cold air poured in, while hot air rushed out like a dog that needed to pee. Within a few seconds, the car was saturated with cold Sussex County air.

      Feodor worked up a mouth full of sputum, stuck his head out of the window and spat. He wanted to remove the taste of death coating his tongue. It didn’t go far. Some landed on the door frame, and some dripped down his lips.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. It was still sore and painful from the scrimmage.

      Feodor’s dry, calloused fingers made a rough grating sound as he ran his palms over the leather of the arc of the steering wheel. At his job, he came out of the booth each time a car pulled up, but he always wore gloves in cold weather. He wished he had on his glove from work.

      The air roaring into the car reeked of burning wood, the smell of Christmas. That was three weeks ago. Santa and his reindeer were long gone.

      Daylight was fading as Feodor continued along the windy rural road at a steady pace. The last thing he wanted was to be pulled over by a cop. Cops out here were known to be particularly snitty when they became bored sitting by the side of the road waiting for someone going two miles an hour over the posted speed limit. And in some areas, speed limits weren’t even posted.

      The terrain outside hadn’t changed for miles—a parade of trees on both sides. Most had lost their leaves and looked like they were upturned, with their roots sticking up in the air. A striking resemblance to Medusa, the Greek maiden who was turned into a monster by Athena, the mythological goddess of war.

      Feodor was in a war of his own. His thoughts drifted back to his passenger, and he looked at him. Yurik appeared to be sleeping, his body held in place by the seat belt, his head resting on his chest in an awkward position.

      Feodor shook his head and sighed again. Assassinations had been easy business when it was his nine to five. Clean up was never part of the job. Now he had a mess on his hands, how to get rid of Yurik’s body.

      At sixty-three, five feet nine inches with a little body pain here and there, Feodor considered himself in good shape, but digging a hole was out of the question. The ground was frozen, and even if he tried, the best he could accomplish in a few hours would be a shallow grave. The smell would draw little critters to the location for a feast. He might as well dump the body on the ground and cover it with dried leaves.

      If there had been snow on the ground maybe that would have been a good plan. Plant the body in the woods under snow and be long gone before some over-enthusiastic hiking nut or some animal discovered it.

      Alternatively, he could buy a deep freezer and keep the body in his apartment until an opportune time to dispose of it. But that is the type of plan you make before, not after.

      Thinking of a freezer made his stomach rumble. At home, he had a frozen meat lasagna TV dinner he was looking forward to after dropping off his august visitor. The smell of tomato sauce and sausages as it bubbled in the microwave and the taste after was vivid in his mind. Feodor was glad that a little violence still did not affect his appetite. Now his visitor had become permanent, and his dinner probably would remain frozen.

      As if in answer to his predicament, a few snowflakes landed on his windshield. His excitement rose and fell almost immediately. It would take hours of heavy snowfall, a Nor’easter, to produce enough snow to bury a body. He had to come up with a solid plan like yesterday.

      This patch of Route 181 was mostly deserted at this time of the night, dark and ominous. You wouldn’t want to have your car break down here. The only advantage he had now was the approaching darkness.

      Feodor looked into the woods at the procession of trees as he passed by. “Think, think,” he said to himself. Now and then, he would return his gaze to the road. Light from the moon glistened off bodies of water scattered in the woods, some small, some large. He saw a large pond about the size of a football field, and an idea popped into his head. Tie the spare tire to Yurik and throw his body into the pond, then drive to the airport and vanish.

      Now that was a credible plan. Pulse racing, Feodor stepped down on the gas. His eyes darted from the road to the woods, searching for a break in the foliage so he could drive up as close as possible to the pond and dump the body.

      He returned his gaze to the road, and his breath caught in a sharp inhale. An animal stood in his path, the second time tonight.

      “What is this!” The animal was larger, like a deer. One yellow reflection shined back at him.  What animal was that? His grip on the wheel tightened. The animal wouldn’t budge. It looked more like a cat—a huge cat. But, there are no mountain lions in Jersey. Everyone knows that.

      What happened next was pure reflex. Feodor hit the brakes—hard. The tires screeched, but the car continued moving. A body in motion stays in motion unless acted upon by an external force. Newton’s first law of motion; he had learned that at the university in Moscow. He swerved, missing the animal. Within seconds he’d broken all his well thought out rules. And the next thing he knew, he was in a roller coaster, turning over and over. His life flashed before him. He felt a sharp pain on his head and then blackness.
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      Chelsea Piers set her plate down in front of her and stared at the TV. It seemed like everyone in XRCure had decided this was the best time to come to the cafeteria for lunch. She should have waited another five minutes before leaving her office. She would have had the place to herself.

      At five feet eight inches tall with an athletic build, Chelsea was a confident woman. Dressed in blue scrubs and a white lab coat, with her blond hair in a ponytail, Chelsea could have been another medical practitioner walking the corridors of a hospital or clinic attending to patients. But she preferred the behind the scene part of medicine, and most of all, situations where she worked by herself. Research suited her best. She didn’t dislike people, but being introverted, it was draining for her whenever she had to be out there with others.

      An only child, and with both parents being physicians, one could say Chelsea was strategically placed for a lifetime of service in healthcare. Her father always joked that if it weren’t for research, Chelsea would have hated ever following in their footsteps.

      She had always had a curious mind. Computers had been her first love. Soon, she was learning about writing codes from books and watching videos online.

      When she turned eight, she’d asked her parents for a computer and microscope as a birthday present. She could transfer images from her microscope to her laptop and see them in greater detail. She marveled at the different designs out there in nature.

      Her fascination with microbes from a young age influenced her decision to study microbiology in college. Chelsea knew firsthand about microorganisms, and the damage they could do. After graduating from Harvard Medical School, she did a residency in internal medicine and a fellowship in infectious diseases. Chelsea’s other love was coding. She was self-taught; even before she fell in love with microbes, she’d been coding, and the concept of AI, Artificial Intelligence fascinated her.

      The smell of fries, spices, and coffee hung in the air of the cafeteria, reminding Chelsea of the food court at Rockaway Mall. Maybe she should have just gotten coffee instead of the Caesar salad that sat on her plate.

      The sound of the TV became loud as if a ghost had gone by and hushed everyone. Chelsea looked around. All eyes were glued to the television.

      The director for the Center for Disease Control, CDC, was talking about the current virus ravaging Wuhan, China.

      

      “Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) is making its way across the globe. Its spread is remarkably like that of the ancient medieval plague that history books tell us also started in China, and moved west.

      “But unlike the ancient plague, it is advancing in leaps and bounds. With the world now a global village, an individual exposed in one end of the world could, within hours, land at the opposite end of the world, and being asymptomatic would spread the virus unbeknownst to them.  Right now, it is not a matter of if, but when it becomes a pandemic.”

      

      Apart from the smell of food and coffee, another odor hung in the air, the scent of fear. Chelsea's pulse picked up a notch. Would she and the other researchers trying to tackle this be able to find a solution before it was too late? To her, it was a personal challenge, like playing hide and seek, looking for answers. And most of all, the surprise of finding them where you least expected.

      There were already pockets of infected people, but when it reached epidemic proportions in the US as in China, people would freak out. Panic was never good for anything. She pulled her eyes away from the TV and let out a breath. She glanced at Lisa, sitting opposite her and pushed her plate to the side.

      Lisa looked at her. “Lost your appetite, Chelsea? I don’t blame you.” She took a big bite off her cheeseburger and nodded at the TV. “That will stop anyone from eating.”

      Chelsea chuckled and pulled her plate back. She picked up her fork and shuffled the veggies in her Caesar salad around as if dribbling in a soccer match. She looked at Lisa.

      “You’re not worried?”

      Lisa raised a finger, the universal sign for just a moment. But, she still spoke anyway through a mouth full of half-chewed food. “I am. But with-” She squinted her eyes and focused on Chelsea's name badge on her Lab coat. “With people like Chelsea Piers, MD, Chief Researcher, working tirelessly to find us a cure, I’m confident we’ll find a way out sooner than later. With the amount of time we’ve…you’ve put into this, a breakthrough is coming.”

      Chelsea pushed her plate away a second time. Lisa was right. They had been focused on another virus, but with the numbers coming out of China and Europe, they decided to revisit the coronavirus treatment they’d been working on previously to see if they could make it effective against the present outbreak.

      The debacle with the 2016 Ebola outbreak had taught everyone a lesson. We don’t have to wait for a disease outbreak before we start looking for cures. Some of these diseases were discovered a long time ago. But, because the demographic ravaged by the disease didn’t have the financial capacity to pay for the treatment, most research labs, especially the bigger ones, would rather spend their millions where they would make huge profits from their investment.

      Then, there’s the general public’s attitude—as long as it's not happening in my backyard, it's not my concern. But, since Ebola, most of the more prominent labs are rethinking their strategy. As the CDC director said, outbreaks could become pandemics within days.

      “Busy mind, eh?” asked Lisa. “You seem far away.”

      Chelsea smiled. “No, I’m right here. I was just thinking of another approach to this madness. I wish I had as much faith in myself as you have in me.”

      “Are you scared?” asked Lisa.

      “Of course. COVID-19 could become a pandemic. It would be like asking a policeman about to storm a building filled with armed men if he were afraid. Of course he would be afraid, but he would still rush in, despite his fears.”

      Lisa took another big bite out of her meal and nodded. “You can do it, doc.”

      Chelsea eyed the forty-something-year-old lab assistant who she had worked with the two years she’d been at XRCure. She wanted to tell her to cut down but decided not to. Lisa was beginning to add credence to the adage ‘you are what you eat’. Twice divorced, Lisa always said she was no longer in the market for a husband, but any decent guy with a deep pocket could check if she wanted to play. She got up abruptly, placed her cup on her tray, and with her napkin, wiped the water rings her cup had made on the table.

      Chelsea raised an eyebrow. “Where’re you going?”

      “See you at the lab. Here comes your admirer.” She turned away to leave. “Hello, Bob.”

      “Hey, Lisa,” said Bob, sliding into the chair Lisa had just vacated. “I hope you’re not leaving on my behalf.”

      “No,” said Lisa with a growl to her voice. “Of course not.”

      Bob put down his plate and grabbed his burger with both hands. “Hi, Chelsea.” He took a big bite and started to chew.

      Chelsea leaned forward. “Did you see the CDC director on TV?”

      Bob nodded, swallowed, and took another bite. He chewed fast as his eyes roamed the cafeteria as if he were expecting someone to jump him and snatch his food.

      “We have to find that cure. This is scary. Imagine an epidemic here in the States,” said Chelsea. “We have to unleash my AI to find the right combination of molecules already out there to find a credible treatment. Get me those computers. The answers are out there already.”

      Bob swallowed. “I know Chelsea. We’re already doing great work testing and eliminating them one by one.”

      Chelsea pursed her lips. “One by one is not good enough. It will take forever. Didn’t you hear the guy? It’s only a matter of when.” She sat back in her chair. “What are you scared of? You think the cure would be stolen from us when we find it?”

      “Well, maybe,” said Bob with a shrug. “Especially if we’re using the same programs and software as other labs. You never know what those guys put in their software. What information they’re harvesting from the user as their programs run in your system.”

      “No. That won’t happen to us. We’ll use a program I wrote myself based on the parameters I wrote into the code. And those parameters are based on findings from our research so far with the virus.” Chelsea paused. “Time is of the essence here. You know that.”

      Chelsea looked at Bob. He’d wolfed down the burger, and he fixed his gaze in his glass of orange juice, which he twirled clockwise and then anti-clockwise.

      Bob was practical. Like Chelsea, he was also a physician and a researcher, plus he had a Master’s in Business Administration; an MBA from Harvard Business School. Entrepreneurship was his passion. Everything else was just icing on the cake. He and Chelsea had been at Harvard at the same time, but their paths never really crossed.

      Six feet tall, bald head, and built like a quarterback, Robert Brown was living the life he had imagined for himself. Divorced with six-year-old twins, a boy and a girl, and running a successful lab that straddled his passions, medicine and business, was a win-win for him. He was always on the lookout for ways to grow the company.

      Bob took a long drink from his glass. “I’ll think about it.”

      Chelsea got up from the table. “You do that and do it fast.” She pushed the chair into the table. She knew what would get him excited. “There’s money to be made without being greedy. Imagine if each country buys a dose for each of her citizens, and XRCure makes a profit of one dollar, just to be on the conservative side. We’re talking about three hundred and twenty-eight million dollars just in the US alone. And remember, Uncle Sam never buys just one of anything.”

      Bob sat up straight, and unconsciously started to rub his hands together.

      “I’ll be in the Lab. I’m doing my best. You do the same.”

      “I’ve contacted some financiers from Europe and should be talking to them soon. It's just that I don’t want to dilute the equity too much. We’re already on the right track, and it's only a matter of time before somebody will bite.”

      “Okay.” Chelsea had gotten company stock when she started. Maybe it was time she asked for more equity too. She believed her approach would work.
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      Sometimes, Rip felt he was in a dream he would soon wake from and find himself in his real job in a covert operation in Pakistan, Syria, Iraq, or Afghanistan.

      But here he was at thirty-three, his six feet four-inch frame cramped behind a desk as Chief of Hendonville Police in New Jersey. Rip was all muscle. His hue floated in ambiguity because of his mixed parentage, but in his mind, there was no confusion. Sometimes people mistook him for a wrestler in a police uniform Halloween costume—until he gave them a ticket. He still couldn’t believe he’d taken a desk job. Right now, he was bored out of his mind staring at the computer screen. Not that he didn’t like the peace, he did. But, he always compared his old job to the new one.

      He ran his palm over his bald head, then down his stubble. It felt rough and sounded like the coffee maker in the break room. Maybe he should make coffee just to kill time. He went over to the break room and emptied the overheated black liquid that smelled like burned tires into the sink. He rinsed the glass jar and added a new pouch to the coffee maker.

      In a small town like Hendonville, the only excitement at his job was when he issued speeding tickets, broke up unruly teenagers, or patrolled the highway that passed through the town apprehending drivers who broke one traffic law or the other, or those under the influence. Then there those who wanted to take advantage of the friendly people of Hendonville and engage in shoplifting or petty burglary.

      At his old job, the only peace and quiet he got was when they trained, and live bullets were not flying around. His work involved jumping out of airplanes into enemy territory, blowing up terrorist camps, and neutralizing individuals who posed a threat to the United States and its allies.

      The smell of coffee wafted up to Rip, and he almost jumped up to pour himself a mug. The people he pulled over on the highway had their alcohol, pot, and other illegal substances as their drug of choice; his was just hot black coffee. Sometimes he wondered why anyone would put stuff in their body that made them lose control.

      A news notification flashed on his screen about SARS-COVID-19, a flu-like illness that was making its way out of China. Let’s hope it’s a slow progression. Or better still, what happens in China, stays in China, he thought. Rip’s stomach rumbled. Talking of China made him think of Chinese food. He could taste Mr. Lee’s spring rolls and spicy Szechuan chicken with mixed vegetables.

      His mind drifted to how he ended up here. As it often does when he’s bored. His teenage years were spent at Lake Placid after his parents perished in a boating accident, and his grandparents had raised him. He’d joined the military at seventeen, following his grandfather’s footsteps. After West Point, he did a stint with military police. Rip smiled. It was that exposure that made it possible for him to qualify for this job without going back to school. His commanding officer saw something in him and recommended he apply to Special Forces. It was a lot of hard work, but Rip was not one to shy away from getting his hands dirty.

      Serving as a Special Ops put him in almost all the hot spots Uncle Sam was involved with and exposed him to people who became great friends of his. People who say I’ll take a bullet for you and go out and do it.

      About three years ago, something happened, and he and some other colleagues quit. Some of his Special Ops friends became contractors for the military, and others joined the CIA, while he opted to spend a year trying to find himself.

      Rip’s reminiscing was interrupted by the outside phone line ringing. Cathy didn’t get it at the first or second ring, so Rip decided to answer the phone and get some coffee.

      Cathy was not at her desk when he got there.

      “Don’t touch it!”

      Rip turned and saw Cathy dash from the bathroom, drying her hands with a paper towel and tossing it into the wastepaper basket. At sixty, Cathy was by far the oldest member of the Hendonville police station and the longest-serving staff. She’d seen several chiefs come and go in this small town of eleven thousand.

      Married with no children, Cathy was born right here, in a house not too far from the station. The house had since been torn down, “thank God”, she would say to anyone that cared to listen.

      Cathy snatched up the phone after the second ring. “Hello, Hendonville police station. How can I help you?” She covered the mouthpiece as she inhaled and exhaled, catching her breath. She listened, asked some leading questions, and took down a few notes.

      “Do we have to wait twenty-four hours? No. You did the right thing, Mrs. Morrison. Once you realize you have a case of a missing person, it’s better to contact the police as soon as possible. The sooner, the better. We’ll send someone over to your place right away.”

      Rip stared at Cathy as the implications of her words hit him, tying his stomach in knots. He wished he’d heard wrong. “Mrs. Morrison’s son is missing?”

      “Yea, Jude Morrison,” said Cathy in her high-pitched voice. “He must have gone to one of his friend’s houses to play Forthright, or whatever the kids play these days. Who in their right minds would name a game Forthright?”

      “Fortnite!” said John, the deputy.

      Cathy glared at John. “Whatever! Mr. I know it all!” She turned to Rip. “According to Mrs. Morrison, usually Jude would get off the school bus at the library and come in to meet her. He would do his homework as he waited for her to finish by five. Then they would leave together for home. Mrs. Morrison didn’t realize he was missing until it was time to go, and she couldn’t find him. She thought maybe he’d gone home. But she gets home, and he’s not there.”

      Rip drained his coffee, walked back to his office, and placed the empty mug on his desk. “John, come with me. Bring your cruiser. We’ll probably split off from her home.” He headed toward the exit then stopped. “Cathy, please call the school bus company, ask them to check the buses. He could have fallen asleep and missed his stop.”

      Cathy gave him a weary look.

      “It’s happened before, maybe not in this town,” said Rip.

      Rip put on his cruiser’s strobe lights, but not the sirens, as he drove out of the police station adhering to every protocol of emergency driving. He made a left and eased into the traffic onto Main Street. It was early in the evening, and his lights were bright. Cars gave way as his cruiser made its way up the gentle slope towards the top of the hill. He drove past the bank, the coffee shop, the cemetery with the Unknown Union Soldier statue, the dentist’s office, and the post office. He stopped briefly at the light, then continued towards the valley, then past the library, the elementary school, and then up the hill towards the part of town were Mrs. Morrison lived.

      Hendonville, New Jersey was a small town in Sussex County, like the one where he grew up in New York. A small town where everybody knew each other. Where they had more deer and black bears than people.

      Rip hoped the boy had only wandered off, gone exploring, or gone home with one of his classmates. He hoped that by the time they got back to Mrs. Morrison's home, the boy would be back safe in his mother’s arms.

      Rip looked in the rear-view mirror. John’s cruiser was right behind him. By the time the two cars drove up to Mrs. Morrison's home, most of her neighbors already had their lights on. Rip knew they could only see the houses because it was still winter, and the trees had shed all their leaves. In summer, when the trees are in full bloom, it would be impossible to see the homes inside those woods. The only evidence that there were houses inside those woods would be the letterbox and the long dirt driveway that wound its way until it disappeared inside the bushes.

      Mrs. Morrison was standing outside her porch when the sheriff and his deputy drove up. The boy hadn’t come home as he’d hoped.

      “Sheriff, thank God you’re here,” said Mrs. Morrison as she hastily approached the car.

      “We’ll do all we can to find him, Mrs. Morrison,” said Rip as he got out of the car. “You’ve called all his friends? Do you know if they saw him get on the bus after school?”

      “The ones I called cannot remember if they saw him get on the bus. And the ones who think they remember seeing him get on are not sure if it was today or yesterday.”

      That remark gave Rip hope. “What are the names of his friends you’ve already talked to about him missing? We’ll have to go see them.”

      “Good evening Mrs. Morrison,” said John walking up from his car. “We’ll leave no stone unturned in looking for Jude.”

      “Mrs. Morrison nodded. Her eyes were far away, out of focus. As if she was there only in body.

      “What are the names of his friend that you spoke with?” asked Rip.

      Mrs. Morrison rubbed her hands together. “Peter. Peter Sloan.” She gave him some other names and John wrote them down.

      “What was Jude wearing when he left for school this morning?”

      “He had on blue jeans, a red sweater, and a yellowish camouflage jacket.”

      Rip looked up. “Like army fatigues?”

      Mrs. Morrison nodded.

      “Does he like the outdoors? Like going into the woods to hunt or enjoy nature?”

      “Yes, he could stay in the woods for days if I let him. But he would have asked me. Will…will you find him before it gets dark?” Her voice was shaky. She shuddered. “The temperature is going to drop overnight.”

      “Apart from the few storms we’ve had, it’s been mild, snow-wise,” said John looking around. “Good thing there’s none on the ground right now.”

      Rip knew there was no Mr. Morrison. In the two years he’d been in Hendonville, it had always been Mrs. Morrison and Jude. “Do you have any family or friends who can keep you company?”

      “My neighbor. He’ll be around in ten minutes.”

      Rip nodded, then his cell phone started to ring. He looked at the phone. “Excuse me.” He walked away from Mrs. Morrison. “Hi, Cathy, any news?”

      “The buses are parked for the night, and all have been checked for stragglers. They were all empty.”

      Rip knew he forgot something. Yes! Cell phones. The phone company can find out his location based on the cell towers the signal pinged on.

      “Rip?”

      “Hold on Cathy.” Rip turned to Mrs. Morrison. “Did Jude have his cell phone with him?”

      She looked away and lowered her head. “He doesn’t have one. I was…I was saving up to get him a phone when he turns eleven in two months.”

      They all turned to the sound of footsteps. A man walked up the driveway towards them.

      “That’s my neighbor,” said Mrs. Morrison.

      “Okay, we’ll have to go. John, did you get the names of Jude’s friends that said they were not sure when they saw him?”

      John nodded.

      Just then, Rip saw a snowflake float in the air. Then another, and another. Mrs. Morrison saw them too and a wail escaped her lips.

      “Oh God…it’s snowing. Jude…Jude, where are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chelsea

      

      

      

      Chelsea sat down in her chair in front of her computer and was now feeding into her program some facts she’d just confirmed on the protein coating of the virus and ion channels in the membrane of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19. Her office was small, what she liked to call a glorified closet, but she liked it like that. The closeness of her walls as if they were trying to close in on her kept her alert. Apart from the chair she sat on, she had one more chair in her office, which she used as a shelf to discourage people from hanging around.

      Her desk was one of those with a one-level hutch which she filled with medical journals and reference books. The space between the table surface and bookcase, she used as a notice board. She pinned a calendar with her schedule and anything that interested her there.

      The phone on her desk only served to startle her each time it rang. If someone wanted to see her, they were better off coming to the office unless they didn’t mind enduring the phone going to voice mail and then calling back several times until they got her. People who needed to talk to her always poked their heads through her door. Sometimes they would be there for something, and she would only notice their presence when she inhaled and smelled them or stretched and became aware of their presence.

      Touching her while she was working facing the monitor could elicit one of two reactions: “Hold on, just one second while I type this out.” (Which could take ten minutes). Or she wouldn’t even acknowledge the touch, no matter how rough the visitor was.

      Chelsea took a break from attacking her keyboard. Time to taste something sweet. She pulled out the top drawer of her table, reached in, and took just one wrapped confectionery from a bunch. In it was one whole almond and shredded coconut covered in milk chocolate. She unwrapped it and popped it in her mouth, ready to resume where she left off with her coding.

      “I thought you were getting ready to leave?” said Lisa, peeping into her office.

      “Not yet. There’s something I need to take care of before I leave.”

      Lisa rolled her eyes. “That’s what you always say. We come back in the morning and see that you never left.”

      Chelsea sat back on her chair. “It only happened once. I always go home. Remember, I have my parents at home to look after?”

      “Yes, but you also have a nurse that comes in all day, and your mother is there too.” Lisa exhaled and held her hands up. “Okay, how did you get here two days ago?”

      Chelsea pursed her lips, twisted it, looked at the ceiling, and then back at Lisa. “I drove.”

      “No, I placed my hand on your car’s hood in the parking lot, and it was dead cold.” Lisa drew in a sharp breath. “Unless you went home with Bob.”

      “Oh, come on,” said Chelsea sitting up and getting ready to start typing. “He’s a married man, and he’s not my type.”

      “Divorced. What's your type?”

      Chelsea cocked her head. “Hmm, I don’t know.” She turned to face Lisa and said in a tone that suggested we’ve taken this as far as it should go. I need to work. “Perhaps, an available type. Single, no kids.”

      “Oh, come on, you shoot down everybody that as much as glances in your direction. Anyway, I don’t want to take up all your time.” She paused. “I don’t want you to work yourself to death either. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Sleeping in the office is not cool.” She waved. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye Lisa.” She waited until she could no longer hear her footsteps down the corridor and rolled her eyes. Her eyes went back to the screen.  What does she know? They were only work friends. For the two years Chelsea had been there, Lisa had been trying to become her buddy, but Chelsea didn’t have time for that. She had bigger fish to fry. If she could get her software to do what she wanted, she would be the one that saved the world from a pandemic. A Nobel Prize might even be in the works after that. She wondered where Bob was. He better line up the funding he was talking about and make things happen.
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      The headlights to Rips car had already come on, and he was apprehensive of what the darkness could bring. This time they drove to the Sloan's house without strobe lights. It was similar to the other homes around but had a shorter driveway. Rip startled a buck and a doe that were taking a leisurely walk across the driveway. They bolted into the woods.

      He hoped Peter Sloan would be able to give them something they could work with to find Jude. If any of the Sloan’s looked out of the window, they would be startled seeing two police cars coming up their driveway. Rip parked, got out of the car, and took a deep breath. The air was cold, dry, and smelled of wood smoke. He hoped it was just wood burning in someone's fireplace and not a house going up in flames. They already had their hands full. He saw smoke curling out of Sloan's chimney. He could even taste it. It kind of reminded him of December. John walked up to him, and they headed towards the main entrance.

      “What do you think, Chief? The elements are not working in our favor here.”

      Rip glanced up and nodded. “There was no snow in the forecast. Whatever that was, I’m glad it has blown past. We don’t need any freak weather pattern compounding an already delicate situation.”

      Rip walked with John beside him towards the main door to the house. He knew just like him, John was also thinking of a bad outcome but didn’t want to voice it out.

      “I heard his mother say he loves the outdoors,” said John. “He must have picked up some survival skills.”

      They stopped at the front door and Rip rang the bell. Moments later, footsteps approached from inside, and a face appeared in the windowpane on the door. On seeing them, the eyes widened. There was a flurry of sounds as the door was unlocked, the chain attached to the door latch removed, and the door opened.

      “Chief Chord! Deputy! Is everything okay?”

      “Good evening Mrs. Sloane,” said Rip. “Everything could be better. We just need your help…your son’s help in finding Jude Morrison.”

      Mrs. Sloan's hand flew to her mouth. “Jude is missing?”

      “Emm, we hope he just wandered off,” said Rip. “Maybe he’s at another friend’s house. We just wanted to ask Peter a few questions if you don’t mind.”

      Her eyes darted from Rip to John. “Is Peter in trouble?”

      “No, no. We understand he and Jude are good friends. We just wanted to ask a few questions in case Jude told him of his plans.”

      “Plans?” asked Mrs. Sloan in a squeaky voice.

      “Well, like if Jude told him anything about where he would be going after school.”

      Mrs. Sloan opened the door wider. “Yes, yes, come in. Mrs. Morrison called earlier on, but Peter said he didn’t know anything. We were just finishing dinner.”

      Rip and John walked in.

      “Peter! Come over here!”

      Peter came through the living room door and froze when he saw the police. He swallowed.

      “Hello, Peter,” said Rip. “I’m Chief Chord.” He pointed at John. “My deputy, John Reid. We’re sorry for interrupting your dinner. We won’t take up much of your time. We need your help in finding Jude Morrison. His mother reported him missing.” Rip paused. He needed to get some yeses from the kid. “You know Jude, right?”

      Peter nodded.

      “Does he own a camouflage jacket?”

      Peter nodded again.

      So far, so good, thought Rip. “Was he wearing it today?”

      Another nod.

      “Did he tell you anything? Do you have any idea where he might be?” Rip held his breath and looked at Peter. He had earlier told Jude’s mom that he wasn’t sure if it was today or the day before that he saw him on the bus.

      “Yes,” said Peter.

      Rip, and his deputy exchanged glances.

      “Did you see him with the camo jacket after school?” asked Rip.

      Peter swallowed and glanced at his mom, then back at Rip. “No, sir. I got off before him. He…he said he was going to get a picture of a mountain lion.”

      “What?” asked his mother. Her eyes widened. “From where? The zoo? There are no mountain lions in this area.”

      “Jude said he saw one dash across the road and go into the woods. He and his mom had been coming home from morning mass, and a lion just crossed the road right in front of them as it chased a deer. We had planned to go together, but-” Peter looked down. “At the last minute, I got scared.” His voice faded into almost nothing. “I felt sick, so I went home.”

      From the corner of his eyes, Rip saw Mrs. Sloan nod her head. The worry lines on her face disappearing.

      “A mountain lion? Here, in Sussex County?” asked John. “Don’t they live in the Western United States? Maybe it was a Bobcat?”

      “I don’t know,” said Peter, shrugging. “Jude likes stuff like that. He was convinced he saw one, and I believe him. He doesn’t make up stuff.”

      “What was he going to shoot it with?” asked Rip.

      “Oh, his iPad. He only wanted a picture. He said mountain lions only attack people walking alone. That’s why we were supposed to go together.” Peter's voice dropped again.

      “Oh, God,” muttered Rip under his breath. “Peter, do you know where he planned to stake out the animal?”

      Peter shook his head. “Not the exact place. But somewhere on Route 181. We were going to get off the school bus on Wilson Street and walk.”

      Rip looked at John and jerked his head towards the exit. “Thank you, Peter. Mrs. Sloan.”

      “Do you believe his story about Jude seeing the lion?” asked John once they were outside.

      “I don’t know, but one thing we know for sure is that Jude believes it and he’s putting himself in harm’s way. He could get lost in the woods. And if there’s really a mountain lion out there, that would put him at tremendous risk.” Rip headed towards the parked cars. “We have to find out from his mother where exactly they saw this animal cross the road. He’s probably headed in that direction.”

      “Must be there by now,” said John. “Maybe I should head out and start driving around.”

      Rip pulled out his cell phone. He hit a number and spoke as he waited. “Let’s find out exactly where Jude and his mom saw the lion. At least that would help limit our search area.”

      “Hello,” a female voice sounded from the cell phone.

      Rip raised a finger. “Cathy, this is Rip. I don’t have Mrs. Morrison's number, can you three-way me, please? But before you do that, I have a quick question. Have we gotten any calls of mountain lion sightings?” There was a pause. “Cathy?”

      “Chief,” said Cathy in a low whisper.

      Rips stomach hardened. He gripped the phone tighter and braced himself for the worst. “Yes.”

      “They found him.”
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      Feodor opened his eyes, gasping for air. Something sticky and slippery pushed against his face, trying to suffocate him. He turned his head to the side and filled his lungs. He sputtered and coughed, the sudden movement igniting the mother of all pain in his head. He felt like he’d been hit over the head with a metal pipe. It was dark all around him, and he was upside down. Why? He tried to move his hands and couldn’t. He shivered. It was cold.

      “What was that animal!” he muttered. His voice sounded distant to him. He then realized the balloon-like thing in his face was the deployed airbag. It had come at him like a grenade shot from a grenade launcher, straight and direct. Feodor remembered Yurik. He’d gotten into an accident and had a dead body with him. His troubles just doubled.

      Stupid! Stupid! He took all the time to create a rule and then broke his own rule when he needed it the most. On the brighter side of things, he had been vindicated. When you hit the brakes and swerve, the animal always wins.

      His eyes had gotten accustomed to the darkness. The windshield had cracked in a few places but was intact. There was no glass by his side window. It was just open. Maybe something had pushed down on the window control during the accident and opened it. He heard a fading whistling sound, like something turning at high speed and then gently slowing down. Probably the tires were still rotating. Feodor heard something else. Was the engine still on? He listened. Yes, it was. And…and he could smell petrol in the air. He had to get out of the car. In movies, cars always blew up after they rolled over. He hoped this was the time the movies were wrong.

      The seat belt pulled taut against his chest was rather uncomfortable. It was a safety mechanism that kicks in when the seat belt is yanked, it locks to stop your body from moving. It is supposed to save you, but now it was killing him. He saw Yurik’s body and jerked in surprise. His eyes had somehow sprung open and stared at him, as if saying now what, wise guy. A big gash on his head wasn’t bleeding.

      Feodor struggled again to free himself, but the seat belt was unrelenting. “Calm down,” he said to himself in Russian. His voice sounded funny to him. He tasted blood. He shut his eyes as another wave of pain crashed through his head. He must get out of the vehicle. He could hear the voice of his old KGB trainer drilling instructions into him. Your mind is the best tool you have when you don’t have a physical weapon.

      Feodor shut his eyes. He’d decided not to do this job and had also killed the agent sent to help him. He had broken his oath. His oath was to carry out whatever the state demanded of him. Would he have killed his mother if the state demanded of it? Feodor chuckled to himself. Thank God his mother and father were already dead. But he would have done it if the state required that of him. He was that loyal. Until this.

      He could think of worse things he had done in his career. But this…this he wouldn’t do. Maybe age was finally catching up with him. He still needed to do one more thing, but trapped the way he was he would either freeze to death or die from whatever injuries he had. And that was if the police didn’t turn up first.

      At least at this time of the year, bears were hibernating. Was he located where a passerby could find him? The irony of life. Before the accident, he didn’t want to be found. Now he was entertaining the thought. Focus.

      The airbag pushed against his face, and his head hurt when he turned towards Yurik and groped with his left hand, trying to feel the release for the seat belt. He could see the red shape in his mind’s eye, and he could see Yurik’s eyes. He shut his eyes and continued to search for the knob. Yuri’s eyes seemed to burn right through him. His hands were slippery from blood, and the cold was beginning to numb his fingers. Feodor wasn’t sure what he was touching anymore. He knew in a few moments his finger dexterity would be gone entirely and even pushing down on the knob to release him would be tough.

      Feodor had gotten used to the petrol smell, but a new odor hit him. It smelled like a dirty dog, mixed with the scent of decay. What could it be? A deep rumbling sound like an idling powerful Harley Davidson came from outside the passenger window. The sound intensified, and suddenly, Yurik’s body jerked and moved towards the passenger window as if being pulled

      Feodor’s heart pounded like the drums that played at the Red Square during the Victory Parade. It must be a bear, he thought. No, the animal he nearly hit.

      The pounding of his heart coincided with the throbbing pain in his head. He felt around frantically. Now his fingers could not feel, but he pushed down on everything he could touch. He heard a click. He was rewarded.

      Right away, he felt a sharp pain on his shoulder. At first, he thought it was the released belt touching an injury as it rolled back. Then his shoulder was yanked towards the window. The smell of decay was overpowering. Must be the animal he avoided hitting.

      Feodor’s head smashed against the door frame, again and again, as the animal tried to pull him out. His head already felt like an over-inflated basketball, but the air kept on coming. His ears rang, and the moonlight started to fade like someone was turning the light down, like one of those fade switches. The pain in his shoulder, sharp and intense a few seconds earlier, subsided. But the pressure was still there, uncomfortable with yanking and tugging.

      The sound of ringing in his ears appeared to fade, then was replaced by a sudden whoosh. His vision was cloudy, like a flashlight in fog. The pain and pressure on his shoulder had disappeared but his head continued to throb as if his head had been used as a punching bag by Wladimir Klitschko and Tyson Fury.

      Feodor felt the heat on his skin.

      All that rocking has finally connected the petrol with the exhaust pipe, he thought. The car was on fire. They say that when you’re about to die, your life flashes before you. Happy moments flashed through his mind, his childhood, when he met his wife… They were right.  The last thing Feodor felt was the heat… then blackness.
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