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Would you murder 50,000 people for five million dollars?

A deadly outbreak poised to run rampant through the country, the President taken hostage, and a mole feeding information to the enemy; the odds have never been stacked higher against Special Agent Alivia Morgan.

When the money is tied to one of her closest allies within the New England Special Terrorist Division, there is no one left to rely on but herself. 

With time running out for the infected masses, Alivia must choose between saving the President, or saving thousands. But in the process has she condemned herself?

Find out in David Antocci’s thrilling next novel in the acclaimed N.E.S.T. series!

This novel is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 David J Antocci

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means or stored in a database or retrieval system without the prior written permission of the publisher.

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this novel, visit the author’s website, www.Antocci.com.
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Chapter 1
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Marine One screamed across the tarmac as Major Jennifer Colt pushed the twin General Electric engines of the presidential helicopter to the max. 

Agent Alivia Morgan crouched behind her, one hand gripping a handle as she hung by the open door hoping for a miracle. She shouted into the headset, “POTUS is too close! We can’t fire on them, but we can’t let them take off. We need more time!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Major Colt yelled above the high-pitched turbines.

She expertly tore around the corner of the commercial terminal and saw the target in the distance; a black private jet. A smaller helicopter was landing on the tarmac a mere 50 feet from the jet.

Two men got out of the helicopter. One clad in black with a gun, the other, the President of the United States.

“There they are!” Alivia shouted into the headsets.

Major Colt bore down on the private jet, the downdraft from the blades sending dust and debris flying. With a jerk of the throttle, the large Sikorsky Sea King helicopter swung around the black jet and came to a hover 10 feet off the ground, no more than 50 feet in front of the jet. 

“You bastards aren’t going anywhere,” Major Colt growled.

The massive green-and-white Marine helicopter loomed directly in the jet’s path. Both the president and the man with the gun froze for a moment, unsure what to do next. 

Alivia keyed her comm. “Anderson, do you have a shot?”

“Negative!” he yelled back. “POTUS is too close. The bullet would rip through the target and hit him too!”

“Damn it,” Alivia shouted in frustration. 

A flash caught the pilot’s eye. It was something she hadn’t seen since her days as a combat pilot years ago in Iraq, but not something one could ever forget. 

“Shit!” Major Colt shouted. She slammed the control stick hard to the right, away from the president and the man who just jumped out of the jet with a shoulder-mounted surface-to-air missile. 

With only seconds to act, she tipped the helicopter and presented its reinforced underbelly, hoping for the best as the missile screeched through the sky. It slammed into the tail of the helicopter and exploded with a concussive force that threw Agent Morgan from the craft. As she fell through the open door, she watched in horror as flames engulfed the presidential helicopter as it continued on its rapid trajectory away from the president. 

Alivia landed on her side and immediately curled up to cover her head as the heat from the fireball seared the air around her. A moment later, the sound of a metallic nightmare shrieked through the air as the enormous helicopter crashed to the pavement, a secondary explosion rocking the ground beneath her.

She rolled to the side. Her left hip and ribs screamed for her to stop after absorbing most of the impact from her fall. As best as she could tell, nothing was broken, which meant she could continue carrying out her mission. 

Looking up, she saw the president on the move, using the momentary confusion to his advantage to limp away from his kidnapper. It would never be fast enough to escape. Not with the terrorist already in pursuit.

She shouted over the comm, “Anderson! POTUS on the move! Take the shot!” Maybe it was just the ringing in her ears, but she got no confirmation. Unable to wait any longer, Alivia whipped out her sidearm and, still laying down, she lined up the shot. A double tap of the trigger took the president’s pursuer out at the knees. 

The president whipped around to see where the gunfire had come from, only now seeing Alivia in the distance. He staggered toward her, but three men from the jet quickly ran up behind him. 

She shouted, “Mr. President! Behind you!”

But it was too late. The men were on top of him. Their muscular arms grabbed him off of his feet. They spun on their heels and hustled him back to the plane, his struggling futile. 

Alivia trained the notched sights of her weapon on the nearest man but couldn’t pull the trigger. They were running, making an already difficult shot even more difficult. If she missed, she could kill the president.

Without another moment’s hesitation, she leapt from the ground and broke into a sprint, the pain in her left hip melting away as adrenaline took over. She raced down the tarmac bathed in the orange glow of the still-burning helicopter to her right, but she couldn’t move fast enough.

The men were in the jet. With the stairs pulled up, the engines rumbled to life as the black jet lurched forward. It turned right to avoid the fiery fallen debris of Marine One. 

Directly towards Alivia. 

A wild idea came into her head, and she instantly acted, not having the luxury of time to figure out how she would achieve the impossible goal. 

Adjusting her course, she raced toward the jet, her feet pounding the asphalt, her heart in her throat. At the last moment, as the distance between the sprinting federal agent and the jet closed to just a few feet, Alivia leapt, arms outstretched, searching for purchase on the wing of the jet as the engines roared, and it began its race toward the runway.
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Eight Hours Earlier...

“She’s crashing!” the nurse shouted, the mask of her biohazard suit muffling her words.

Another nurse rushed over as the doctor looked over the vitals. “This is insane,” she mumbled. “It’s never progressed so fast.” She shook her head and turned to the other nurse. “Her O2 level has plummeted. It’s got to be fluid in the lungs—probably blood.”

The first nurse quickly adjusted the bed, trying to sit the patient upright. Michelle had been a perfectly healthy college sophomore just a day ago. Now, she was too weak to hold herself up, fully reliant upon the nurse to support her.

Another doctor helped hold the girl up as he shouted to the second nurse, “Get the oxygen!” 

The girl began coughing uncontrollably, blood spraying with each cough. 

The doctor pounded on her back with an open hand, “That’s it, get it out.”

Minutes later, as the coughing subsided, the nurse held the oxygen mask to the girl’s face. All watched the monitors silently for a moment as the patient’s O2 level slowly ticked up, her labored breathing easing a bit.

***
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Boston is home to some of the best hospitals in the world, but that was little comfort to Connie as she stared at her daughter through the glass, unable to touch her, unable to comfort her.

When the doctors and nurses finally appeared to relax a bit and the machines ceased their warning alarms, she let out the breath she’d been holding in a long, measured sigh. 

20 years ago she stared at Michelle through the glass in the NICU in much the same way, feeling just as helpless watching her pint-sized premature daughter struggle to survive. She welled up even now recalling the tubes and wires strapped to her frail body, her first child trapped inside an oxygen tent. After years of trying to conceive and finally carrying to term after the second round of IVF, she’d felt as defeated then as she did now. But the tiny infant was a fighter and showed everyone the meaning of grit.  

Michelle was still small, and Connie knew she was still a fighter, but the situation was dire and she was scared. 

Despite reassurance from the staff that the room was a comfortable temperature, sweat dripped from her daughter’s forehead and rolled down the sides of her face. Or maybe it was tears. She couldn’t tell any longer.

She pulled her own sweater closed, trying to keep out the chill in the dimly lit room.

“Mrs. Stevens?” a calm voice said from behind.

She turned to see a woman in black police gear, NEST embroidered in white on the pocket above her heart. She held open her government identification, but Connie couldn’t read the tiny writing, her vision blurred by tears and 36 hours without sleep.

The woman snapped the ID folder shut. “I’m Agent Alivia Morgan. I have a few questions for you.”

Connie nodded. “The doctor mentioned you’d be coming. I still don’t understand why, though. She said you’re some anti-terrorist agency or something?”

Agent Morgan nodded. “Something like that, yes ma’am. NEST is a regional anti-terrorist task force. We’re part of Homeland Security.”

Connie nodded, satisfied. 

“Could we talk?” Alivia gestured to a small room across the hall with a coffee machine and a few comfortable chairs.

After one more glance through the glass at her daughter, Connie followed Agent Morgan into the room. She sat down in a chair and leaned forward, resting her tired head in her hands for a moment.

Agent Morgan sat in a chair next to her, so they were knee-to-knee. She reached into her black messenger bag to take out her tablet, so she could take notes, but then she put it down when she turned back to Connie. The woman was in pain. Though she had no children of her own, Alivia had watched countless comrades-in-arms suffer over the years and knew the heartache this woman felt. She had felt the same way about the wounded soldiers whom she had been as close to. 

But this was a different battlefield. No longer in the dusty urban neighborhoods of the Middle East, or the unforgiving mountains of Afghanistan, where she’d watched so many of her brothers and sisters meet their end. She had to keep her emotions in check. It was important that she remind herself of that now and then. Connie Stevens wasn’t a battle-hardened soldier. She hadn’t signed up for this. Nor had her daughter.

Alivia reached out and put her hand on Connie’s shoulder.

“I’m so sorry for what you’re going through, Mrs. Stevens.”

As though the words had kicked open a door, the woman’s emotions flooded out, and she sobbed into her hands for a minute. 

Alivia bit her lip and looked around the room, finding the tissues and bringing a few to her.

“Thank you,” Connie said, regaining control and leaning back in her chair. 
Alivia gave her a reassuring smile. 
Connie’s face was passive now. “So, why is Homeland Security interested in my little girl?”

Alivia nodded and consulted her tablet. “Of course. As the doctors told you, this seems to be a form of Ebola, but it’s nothing they’ve seen before. Yesterday, Michelle was perfectly healthy, but today...” Alivia gestured out the door toward the isolation room, “...well, we know how she’s doing today.”

Connie shook her head. “When you said it’s nothing they’ve seen before, what does that mean? It’s something new? How did she get it?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. The hospital involved the CDC immediately. They’ve been in the loop since late yesterday afternoon. It’s a strain related to what we’ve seen in West Africa in the past, but—” Alivia stopped for a moment, trying to choose her words.

“But what?”

Alivia frowned. “It appears to have been altered.”

“Altered?” Connie asked, confused. “Why?”

“We think this strain was grown and developed in a lab for the specific purpose of being used as a biological weapon.”

Connie’s eyes went wide. “Oh, my God. You can’t possibly think Michelle is involved in something like this, can you? She’s a theater major! She wouldn’t know the first thing... and... and I mean, she’s a good girl. She’s not involved with any—”

“No.” Alivia held up her hand, cutting her off. “Our best team did a comprehensive vetting of her background overnight. We don’t have any reason to believe she’s involved in this. But the fact remains that she was exposed. We need to know everywhere she’s been in the past week. Anyone she’s spoken too or interacted with.”

Connie let out a sigh. “We talk almost every day, but I just flew in from Ohio this morning. I can give you an idea, but she’s in college. Her friends could probably help you better me.”

Alivia nodded. “I know, Mrs. Stevens. There’s an entire team at her dorm right now. I’m not here to interview you. I want to question Michelle, and given her state, I need your permission.”

Connie stood and walked to the door, looking through the window across the hall. Sweat still beaded down her daughter’s face, eyes closed, oxygen mask fogging up with each short breath.

“Okay, but I’m not sure how much she can tell you.”

***
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Alivia’s phone vibrated as she put on her biohazard suit. A picture of her brother, Cameron, lit up the screen on her personal line.

“Damn it,” she muttered. She’d meant to call him hours ago, but it had been too early when she was summoned out of her bunk at NEST at 5 AM. As the stress of the morning kicked in, she’d forgotten all about it. She answered, “Hey, Cam. Sorry; I meant to call earlier but—”

“You have to bail,” he cut her off. “Big surprise.”

“Don’t do that,” she said. “Something came up at work and I have to stay on today. Trust me, I’d rather be with you and Brady at the game!”

“I know,” he said, letting out a chuckle. “I’m just giving you a hard time. I expect it at this point. I didn’t even mention to Brady that you might join us. Didn’t want to get his hopes up.”

“I’m sorry! I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he teased. “We’re still staying at your place tonight, so we’ll see you then. You have to come home sometime, right?”

“That’s my goal,” she said.

“Really, it’s okay. I know if you’re busy it’s got to be important. We’re parking now, so I’ll let you go. Send you some pics later.”

“You’d better! Let me say hi to Brady. Hello? Cam?”

She looked at her screen to see the line was already disconnected.

She hadn’t seen her brother or nephew since she was on leave last month. She was so busy with work she rarely had time to think about her family, but when they were together, it was never long enough. Her nephew was the closest relationship she had with a child, and she treasured every moment they spent together which, even with her crazy schedule, was more time than it used to be.

After joining the army fresh out of high school, she’d spent her twenties climbing the ranks until she graduated from the elite Army Ranger School. Then she was off hunting terrorists abroad, sometimes for a year or more at a time. Now that she had dedicated her career to hunting down the bastards on her home turf, she swore she’d spend more time with her family. Maybe even start one of her own.

Unfortunately, neither career lent itself to romantic relationships. The job was just too demanding. Terrorists didn’t give a damn about her schedule or life plans. But at least her position at NEST allowed her to be near her closest relatives, reminding her what she was fighting for. 

There had been the start of a relationship recently with JJ, though after the bomb he dropped last week after falling off the face of the earth for a few days, she was having second thoughts about seeing him—or anyone else—ever again. 

Fully suited now, she was chemically scrubbed in the sanitation chamber before entering the room with the patient.

Up close, the girl looked even worse. Her skin was gray and sallow, her hair and gown soaked with sweat. 

The doctor touched Alivia on the shoulder. “She’s weak, but I know this is important. We can’t leave the room, though. She could crash at any point, so you’ll have to be okay with us being here.”

Alivia nodded. Not having the doctors there to save the patient’s life would defeat the purpose of interviewing her. Alivia stood by the bed and gently spoke to the girl.

“Michelle?” 

The patient turned her head toward Alivia’s voice, though her eyes remained closed.

“Michelle, my name is Alivia. Can you talk?”

The girl lay motionless.

“Michelle?” Alivia looked toward the doctor. “Can you do anything to wake her up?”

The doctor shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

Alivia leaned closer to Michelle, her mask only inches from the girl’s face. She spoke louder this time, in the powerful tone she used to command the attention of battle-hardened soldiers.

“Michelle, my name is Agent Alivia Morgan. You need to speak with me now. We need to make sure no one else gets sick like you. If you understand, open your eyes immediately.”

Slowly, the girl’s eyelids opened. The sight horrified Alivia. The whites of her eyes had become yellow. The parts that weren’t bloodshot, anyway. Or maybe that’s actually blood?

The girl opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her voice was barely a croak.

“I know this is difficult, but I need to know everywhere you’ve been for the past week. I have your class schedule. Can you fill in the blanks?”

***
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They sat in the car, watching the massive presidential motorcade travel through the intersection. Countless police vehicles, led by a dozen or more black SUVs with more police cruisers on their tail, went through without stopping. The cavalcade snaked its way east along Storrow Drive, heading toward the Harbor Hotel, where the president was hosting a campaign fundraiser that evening.

Sitting in the passenger seat, Jim Brooks pulled his Red Sox cap a little lower. “Thanks for arranging this.”

“Not a problem, sir,” Curtis said from the driver’s seat, eyes scanning the road around them as he waited for the light to turn green, his white knuckles wrapped around the steering wheel.

The light changed and Curtis made a left down Soldiers Field Road, feeling just slightly more at ease with the Charles River on one side of the vehicle.

“I just need to get away from it, you know?” Jim continued from the passenger seat. “It’s not the same with Trisha gone. I don’t have the energy I used to, and without her...” he trailed off, eyes glazing over for a moment. With a sniff he said, “No matter. I appreciate it, that’s all,” he said, clapping Curtis on the shoulder.

“I understand, sir. I miss her, too. Nothing like you though, I’m sure.”

Jim nodded his head. “You’re a good man. She liked you a lot. You’ve been with us since the beginning. And Jeff?” Brooks said, turning his neck to look in the backseat. “There’s no one I’d have trusted more to take care of her than you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jeff said, eyes out the window, studying every car that approached. Tearing himself away for a second, he added, “Curt, it’s coming up. Take your next left down Western Ave.”

Jim continued. “Anyway, it’ll be good to relax for a few hours at the old alma mater, right?” he smiled.

“Mr. President, you’ll have to do enough relaxing for all three of us. Jefferson and I will try not to blink for the next three hours.” 

“It’ll be fine,” President Brooks said. “No one knows I’ll be there, and you two are the best the Secret Service has.”

“I’d still feel better with the full team here,” Agent Curtis said, eyes continuously scanning the road.

“And a full police detail, and the entire motorcade that just passed by?” the president asked.

Agent Curtis said nothing, but his silence said yes.

The president sighed. “That’s what I’m trying to get away from, Curt. It’s exhausting traveling with dozens, or hundreds, everywhere I go. I just want to be a normal guy for one afternoon, and I appreciate you making that happen.”

Agent Jefferson spoke from the backseat. “I still can’t believe Director Martin gave the okay.”

Curtis shot Jefferson a look in the rearview mirror.

The president turned to Agent Curtis. “You ran this by Cathy?”

“I had to, Mr. President. She’s the director of the Secret Service, and you’re the president of the United States. As much as I understand that you want to, you can’t just disappear and tell no one. It would be my ass.”

“And if she’d said no?”

Agent Curtis said nothing for a moment, and then said, “But she didn’t, sir.”

Brooks looked out the window at the stadium in the distance. “I agree with you, Jefferson. I can’t believe she gave the okay for just the two babysitters.”

The two agents exchanged a look that the president caught.

“It’s not just the two of you, is it?” Brooks asked, though it was more of a statement.

Curtis said, “She brought in a small team from NEST to sweep the stadium overnight and give us support while we’re here. They’ll be invisible to you, though. You won’t even know they’re there.”

President Brooks nodded. He doubted that. He always knew when his cadre of bodyguards was near. They were so focused on everything around them that they failed to make themselves inconspicuous. Still, at least he wasn’t traveling with a personal army, which when he thought about it, was more than he could ask for.

***
[image: ]


The squad car stopped in front of the six-unit apartment building in Dorchester. Officer Mercier was in no rush to get out. He’d responded to calls like this before, and they never ended well. He was looking at retiring with full pension in six months, and that was fine by him. He had lost his stomach for this sort of thing.

“What are we waiting for?” Officer Richey asked from the shotgun seat.

Mercier nodded his head. “Keep your pants on. If it’s what I think it is, they’re not going anywhere.”

An aging woman with wild blond hair rushed out the door of one of the first-floor units and made a beeline for the squad car.

“Here we go,” Mercier mumbled.

She arrived as the officers got out of the vehicle.

“It took you guys long enough!” she shouted. “Where have you been?! I called two hours ago!”

Richey held up his hands. “Ma’am, I will have to ask you to step back and lower your voice.”

“My tax dollars pay your salary!” she shouted. “You can’t tell me what to do!”

“Ma’am!” Richey shouted back, hand going to his belt.

Mercier held up a hand toward the younger officer and gave him a glare, then turned to the woman. “I apologize. You must be Carol?”

She nodded.

“I apologize, Carol. We had an urgent call we had to attend to when we were on our way. But we’re here now. Can you tell us what’s going on?”

She visibly relaxed a bit. “I told them on the phone. I noticed it last night when I was coming in, and it’s even worse this morning. The smell comes from the third floor. It’s terrible up there.”

“You’re the building super, right? You have a key?” Mercier asked.

She nodded and held it up.

Mercier gave a grim smile. “Let’s go have a look.”

As they reached the third-floor landing, the odor had indeed become unbearable. Both officers put their hands over their noses, but the stench still offended them. It made the younger officer gag slightly as he fought back the urge to vomit.

The seasoned officer turned to the super. “Ma’am, I’m sure you will not want to see what we find in there. Why don’t you give me the key and wait for us downstairs?” 

Blocking her nose, Carol agreed, already walking away as she dropped the key in his hand. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

Richey looked at Mercier. “You think?”

He nodded his head and knocked on the door—though he knew no one would answer. 

After waiting a few moments and knocking on the door again, he looked at Richey. “Ready?”

“Yeah,” he said, hand resting on the gun on his belt. 

Mercier put the key in the lock, but it wouldn’t turn. He tried again, wriggling the key, but still couldn’t get it to turn. 

He called downstairs. “Carol, you’re sure you gave us the right key?”

“Yup. That’s the master. Opens every door in the building.”

Mercier mumbled, “Great. They must have changed the locks.”

“That’s a good sign,” Richey said sarcastically.

He put the key in his pocket and turned to Richey, indicating the door. “You want to take care of this? My knee has been acting up again.”

“Sure thing, boss,” Richey said.

He lined up a swift kick, planting the bottom of his boot just to the right of the doorknob and deadbolt. The door budged a bit and the sound of cracking wood indicated some success, but the door stayed closed.

Another kick, more cracking wood, but the door remained locked.

He tested the knob, which was now free, but the deadbolt wouldn’t slide. 

“All right, back up,” he said to Mercier.

Getting a running start, he crashed into the door with his shoulder, and it finally burst free, sending Richey stumbling into the apartment. A rancid smell that Mercier would later describe to his wife as “a mixture of feces and rotting cabbage” attacked their nostrils as the air from the apartment rushed out.

Mercier whipped a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his nose as he looked through the door. Richey—without the experience or foresight of the older officer—stood in the apartment for a moment, taking in the grotesque scene.

A dead body lay on the couch. The man, once mid-20’s, lay mostly naked, bloated, with bloody sores covering his skin. The tan couch was stained brown all around him. A second body lay on the floor in the hallway, in even worse condition than the first. Buckets filled with whatever vomit wasn’t on the floor stood in the living area. Flies buzzed between the buckets and the bodies like an alien fleet swarming a putrid planet.

Richey gagged once, then stumbled out the door, barely missing Mercier as he vomited in the hallway. 

“Jesus Christ, kid,” Mercier scolded him. “Get your shit together. I’ll call it in while you clean up your mess out here.”

Mercier stepped into the apartment to inspect the scene for another moment before heading back to the squad car, careful not to disturb or step in anything. His instincts told him that something wasn’t right. He’d expected to find a dead body when they got the call—usually, an elderly resident living alone whose time had come, or maybe a suicide, or an unfortunately timed heart attack—but this wasn’t right. There was no discernable trauma to either body—not upon quick inspection, anyway, which was all he could manage. That left the condition of the apartment, which told him even more than the condition of the bodies. Vomit, feces, blood—or a combination of all three—stained nearly every surface of the small living space.

These guys had been very sick for quite some time, judging by the condition of the apartment. They either would not—or could not—go to the hospital for help. They hadn’t even called an ambulance while on death’s door.

Seeing a group of insects working on the back of the body on the floor churned his stomach, and he turned to leave and call it in.

The phone picked up after two rings. “Hey, Sully, it’s Mercier.” 

He waited a moment, and then said, “Yeah, two of them. Listen, something isn’t right here. Someone else has to come in and have a look.”

He passed Carol on the way down the stairs. She pulled her phone from her ear and placed it over her chest. “Is everything okay?”

Mercier shook his head. “Stay down here.” Then, to the phone he said, “No, these two young guys were extremely sick and hung out in their apartment until they died. We need more than the crime scene detail or a remediation team.” He listened another moment, then said, “No, I’m sayin’ we get the Feds involved and have them bring the Hazardous Evidence Response Team in. The lock on the door was changed, and they reinforced it. Something ain’t right.”

***
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Alivia sat by Michelle’s side, looking over her notes. She had only been in with her for 15 minutes, but it had exhausted the girl. She could barely speak at that point. Alivia encouraged her to rest and hoped she had what she needed. 

“Michelle, this is great. We have lots of information to follow up on here. You helped a lot of people; a lot of other kids who could have been exposed.”

The girl nodded her head slightly, which was all she had the energy to do.

“Rest now,” Alivia said. “You did great.”

As she turned to leave, Michelle’s hand moved slightly and stopped.

“Is there something else?” Alivia asked.

The girl said something, but her voice was so weak Alivia couldn’t make it out. 

“What’s that?” she asked, pressing her ear almost to Michelle’s mouth.

“Raptors,” the girl croaked.

“I don’t understand,” Alivia said, furrowing her brow. “Did you say raptors?”

The girl’s eyes were closed. She wasn’t responding.

Alivia looked at the doctor, “Is she OK?”

“She’s barely conscious,” the doctor said, eyeing the read-out of Michelle’s vitals. “I don’t think you’re getting anything else from her right now. We need to let her rest.”

Alivia nodded, and thanked the doctors and nurses. As she walked from the room, she was trying to replay back the last thing the girl had said. Raptors. Did I hear that right?

Once Alivia finished in the sanitation room, she checked her phone to see a missed call from NEST Director Luis Huerta. An alert had immediately followed it to call in A.S.A.P.

Huerta picked up his direct line on the first ring. “Morgan, how’d it go at the hospital?”

“I just wrapped up,” Alivia said. “She’s in rough shape, but I got some good intel. I’ll be back in 30 minutes.”

“Great. Send the screenshots to give us a head start. You need to make a stop.”

“Sure thing. Where?”

“Dorchester.”
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Chapter 3
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Alivia pulled the blacked-out NEST SUV to a stop just outside the police blockade half a block from the Dorchester address. She flashed her badge to a young officer as she walked by and took in the scene. 

Dorchester Police had the perimeter blocked off and held back pedestrian traffic, but the SUVs and trucks emblazoned with FBI and CDC logos revealed who was really running the show. 

She made her way over to the FBI Mobile Command Vehicle.

“Who’s running things here?” she asked, holding up her NEST credentials.

A middle-aged man, fit, with short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair waved her over. “Agent Ben Russell,” he said, nodding. “You’re with NEST?”

Alivia gave him a nod and a firm handshake. “Alivia Morgan. What are we looking at?” she asked, quickly getting to the point.

“Two bodies. Mid-twenties, Middle Eastern. They’ve been dead for two days at least and are in serious decomposition. We ran the ID’s they gave when they rented the place six months ago. They’re bogus, but at least we’ve got photos of them. We’re running them and the fingerprints we lifted through the database now.”

Alivia smiled. “You know we can do it quicker.”

“We’ll take care of it just fine, Agent Morgan.”

Alivia nodded and made a mental note to give Ace the heads-up as soon as she had a moment. “Any bank records from the landlord?”

Agent Russell shook his head. “They paid on time and in cash every month. No leads there.”

“What’s CDC have?”

Agent Russell gestured toward the vans and hastily set-up decontamination tents. “They’re treating the first responders now. We’re not sure what they were exposed to, but we’ve got a good hunch this is connected to the girl that came into Mass General yesterday. More advanced, but where she’ll be soon enough.”

Alivia went to chat with the CDC supervisor who confirmed the same. 

“We’re just getting started,” the CDC supervisor said, tucking a few loose strands of auburn hair back behind her ear. She gave Alivia a patient smile, having already explained the same to the FBI moments ago, “It’ll take hours to finish sequencing the virus, but we’re running a search and compare to what we have against the girl at Mass General.”

“And?” Alivia asked.

“So far it’s a one-hundred-percent match.”

“What are the chances it’s not the same virus?” she asked, though she knew the answer.

The doctor shook her head. “Almost zero.”

“So, they’re dead. Were they exposed at the same time as Miss Stevens?”

“Unlikely. I don’t know how much has been explained to you yet, but it seems to be related to the West African Ebola virus we’ve seen pop up a few times over the last decade, but it’s behaving much differently.”

“How so? I got a brief explanation over at Mass General that it’s not like anything we’ve seen before. Likely weaponized. But I haven’t been briefed on details yet.”

“It’s multiplying faster than anything we’ve ever seen. It also has a respiratory component that we’ve not seen before.”

“Respiratory?” Alivia asked, fearing the answer.

The doctor nodded her head. “Yeah. This shit could be airborne.”

Alivia handed the doctor her card. “Call me when you know anything more.”

“Absolutely.” She read the card and looked up. “Agent Morgan? I’ve read about you in the papers. We could use someone like you on this case. I’m Dr. Jan Kennedy.”

They shook hands. Alivia thanked the doctor and stepped off to the side, out of the way and whipped out her phone to call into NEST. 

“How’s it going, Morgan?” Ace asked when he picked up.

“FBI has photos and fingerprints of the suspects. They’re running it through their database, but we need to know who these guys were, like yesterday. Can we do it faster?”

“Give me a few minutes.” He said.

“Great. Put me on with Huerta.”

***
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Ace turned to another computer at his workstation and pulled up a command window as he transferred the call to Director Huerta. A few keystrokes later brought him to a login screen that mirrored that of a mid-level FBI agent less than 10 miles to the north, in Chelsea.

Kate’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “What are you doing over there?” 

“Something I picked up from a friend—but nothing the Bureau will like; I’ll tell you that,” Ace said, grinning through his beard as his fingers worked their magic almost as fast as Kate could think.

“Well, don’t get caught, or you’ll wind up on the other side of the bars in Devens,” Kate warned.

“What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em.”

A moment later, Ace found and copied the two suspect’s images and fingerprints into the NEST system.

He spoke over his shoulder to Kate. “I’m sending photos and prints to your workstation. Go straight to the terror watchlist. That’s all we care about. If it’s anyone else, the Feds can keep it.”

“You got it,” she called back wondering how she’d look in a prison jumpsuit.

***
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Alivia’s phone vibrated moments later. “Wow, that was fast,” she whispered, looking down, expecting to see some details from Ace.
Instead, she saw a message from her brother on her personal number. A selfie of him and Brady with the green grass of the football stadium behind them.

It read: WISH YOU WERE HERE!

She typed back: ME TOO! LOOKS LIKE A BETTER DAY THAN I’M HAVING! :(

Alivia thought for a moment. She hadn’t talked to JJ in over a week—not since he’d dropped the bomb about his past. Brady really liked him, though, and so did Cam. He’d really hit it off with her nephew during the weeks they’d spent at the family farm in Vermont last month.

She sent a quick text to JJ: HEY, BRADY AND CAM ARE AT THE GAME TODAY. IF YOU GET A MINUTE, YOU SHOULD SAY HI. SECTION 138, ROW G, IF I REMEMBER RIGHT.

She hesitated a moment and then sent it off. It was fine. He had to understand that digesting his secret past would take time. 

A response came back almost immediately: WILL DO! GREAT TO HEAR FROM YOU. CAN WE TALK TONIGHT?

She read it, her fingers hovering over the keys for a moment while she thought.

Am I ready to get into this again? I was already uncomfortable with the way the relationship made me feel. 

She was not accustomed to caring so deeply for someone. Fighting, yes. Guarding her emotions, yes. In the Army, she was almost always in the minority as one of the few without a Y chromosome. The constant need to work twice as hard to prove her worth left zero time for personal relationships. If anything, she had intentionally avoided men. But there was only so much she could hide in the close quarters of the barracks. At almost six feet tall, with her mother’s stunning Mediterranean features and curves to fill out whatever uniform she wore, superior and inferior officers lined up wherever she went. Of course, they weren’t looking for a “relationship,” 

The whole thing left her jaded toward men, suspicious that they always wanted just one thing. 

Then, after spending the entirety of her twenties with
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