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To my husband, George, who never fails in his support and love. I am a lucky, lucky woman.

Author’s Note

This novel is set during Operation Enduring Freedom AKA the US war in Afghanistan between 2001 to 2014. 

This story contains references to PTSD and battlefield trauma.

The inspiration for Deadly Strain and the other forthcoming books in the Biological Rapid Response Team series came out of research into some of the deadliest outbreaks in human history. The bubonic plague (Black Death), tuberculosis and cholera pandemics are just a few examples of pathogens that caused millions of deaths worldwide, some in reoccurring outbreaks lasting years. Many of these deadly organisms have been controlled through vaccination programs or with antibiotics. Many others can’t be controlled so easily, and some are becoming resistant to the drugs we use to treat them.

The battle line between good and evil runs through the heart of every man. —Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
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Chapter One
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“I’m so dead.” Dr. Grace Samuels stared at the chessboard. There was no hope. None. Not a single move left open to her.

Except for one.

She sighed, shook her head at the patience on her opponent’s face. “I concede.”

“Want to know where you went wrong?” he asked as he cleared the board. He set the pieces up again. Those big hands of his could bandage a wounded soldier, field strip a 9 mm and box her into checkmate with equal skill.

“I sat down in this chair,” she answered with a straight face. The mess hall was busy with soldiers, American and Afghan alike, either beginning their day or ending their night.

“No,” he said. “You played the board.”

Grace thought about it for a second, but it still didn’t make any sense. Then again, it was 0600 and she’d only been up for twenty minutes. “Huh?”

Special Forces Weapons Sergeant Jacob “Sharp” Foster looked at her earnestly. “You played the board,” he repeated. “You should have been playing the man.”

He winked, and she had to fight not to roll her eyes. When she first met him she’d thought his flirting was for real, and had been worried she’d have to shut him down. She didn’t want to, because he was hilarious, but still, she wanted to keep things professional. Then, she discovered everyone was a potential target of his wicked sense of humor. Everyone.

“Then I suppose I’ll have to study you.” She leaned forward and made a show of giving him a thorough once-over.

He grinned and spread his hands wide. “By all means, study me.”

Sharp was a big man, about six-two, and she’d guess he weighed about two hundred pounds. He flexed his biceps and waggled his eyebrows in response to her joke. Though he had brown hair with a mustache and beard to match, he had the lightest blue eyes she’d ever seen—like looking into glacial ice.

Right now, those eyes were challenging her. She just wasn’t sure if it was regarding the game or something she didn’t want to talk about. At all.

Unfortunately, Sharp wasn’t going to leave it alone. The chess game should have warned her. They usually played poker.

She watched him reset the chessboard while, for the first time in a week, letting her mind go back to the moment she realized she was in trouble. On her way to her quarters late at night. They’d arrived at Forward Operating Base Bostick the week before, and she’d been introduced to the base commander, Colonel Marshall. He’d glared at her for exactly two seconds before turning his back to her. A move that communicated his disdain for her loud and clear. 

She’d never met the man and had no idea what she’d done to piss him off. 

So why was he waiting for her outside her quarters with clenched fists and a face so blank she knew he was in the grip of a powerful emotion?

The colonel wasn’t known for any kind of emotion.

She stopped several feet away. “Can I help you with something, sir?”

One corner of his upper lip lifted in a sneer and he snarled, “I wanted a private conversation.”

His words triggered every internal red flag she had. “At this hour?”

When he didn’t respond, she asked, “What about?”

Marshall’s response was two words. One name. “Joseph Cranston.”

A name she wished she could forget. But she couldn’t. His face was etched onto her mind, features covered in blood spatter, eyes open wide and sightless. “You...knew him?”

Scorn turned his words into weapons. “He was my son.”

Oh God.

Grace took an involuntary step backward. 

The colonel followed. “I’ve read the report of the incident,” he said, one corner of his lip curling in disgust. “You got him killed.”

Marshall’s eyes. Now that she knew, she could see the son in his father’s face, the same eyes and jawline as the young man who’d saved her life at the expense of his own. As if conjured, his shade floated in front of her mind’s eye, thrusting her into a memory she wanted desperately to erase. 

A shout. She turned in time to see Cranston’s body crumpling to the ground as bullet after bullet struck him. The recollection whipped her heart into a gallop. Her breathing bellowed, lungs attempting to push air through her terror-closed throat. She fought the invisible hands pulling at her and her vision spiraled down into a narrow tunnel.

The colonel marched toward her, rage vibrating through his entire body, and she wanted to run, but her legs turned rubbery and dumped her onto the floor.

Before Marshall could reach her and pound her into pulp with the clenched fists at his sides, Sharp had surfaced out of the dark, his presence breaking the memory’s chokehold.

He’d crouched in front of her, calling her name, ordering her to respond before he did something stupid like give her mouth-to-mouth. She coughed out a response, couldn’t remember what, and fought her way to her feet.

Sharp didn’t try to hold her. He didn’t touch her at all, but he stood in front of her, shielding her body from Marshall with his own. He refused to leave, facing down the Colonel, who showed no sympathy and less tolerance for her fainting spell. Two of Sharp’s team members appeared and stood on either side of him, silent but ready.

After glaring at them all, Marshall left without saying anything else.

She managed to get inside her quarters before anyone could demand an explanation, shut the door and locked it. She’d only felt relief when no one knocked to ask for an explanation. It wasn’t until the next day that she realized their lack of questions was as suspect as her behavior.

She hadn’t expected to meet anyone connected to Joseph Cranston outside of the United States. Hadn’t expected something that happened months ago to thrust her into a memory like it was happening all over again.

Fool.

In the days since, Sharp had been mother-henning her like she was some fragile little chick, and she’d had about as much of that as she could take. She was a Samuels. Her father, also a military doctor, had just retired from the army, and her grandfather had run a MASH unit during the Korean War. He’d met her grandmother during WWII; she’d been one of the first Air Force service pilots. If there was one thing she wouldn’t accept from anyone, it was pity.

“I’ve been studying you for a while.” Sharp finished setting up the board and met her gaze. “You’re a damn good doctor, a hellacious good shot on the range and you put up with our male stupidity with more patience than we deserve.”

“I hear the but coming.”

“What happened between you and Marshall?”

“None of your damn business.”

When he continued to stare at her, she added, “Look, I’m not going to saddle anyone else with my personal grievances or the fact that I don’t get along with someone.”

“Personal grievances?” Sharp asked. “Twice last week I thought you were going to damage a guy for jostling you in the chow line. What’s going on with you?”

Shit, of course he would notice. She’d damn near freaked out each time, a scream hovering on her lips, her hands and feet moving to defend against an enemy who wasn’t there.

The enemy wasn’t there. No gunfire. No weapons pointed at her, yet she still found herself reacting as if it were happening all over again.

She hadn’t been reacting that way until Marshall had confronted her. Meeting the father of a soldier who’d died an unnecessary death in front of her must have detonated an emotional trip wire in her head. One she needed to deal with.

Not an easy thing when on active duty and nowhere near a base with more than a glorified first-aid station.

It seemed like anywhere she went on the base, Sharp or one of the guys from the A-Team was there. Not doing anything, just there. They weren’t fooling her.

Damn alpha males and their overprotective tendencies.

“Nothing I can’t handle. I take care of myself.” She narrowed her eyes. Her sidearm, a Beretta M9, might have to make an appearance. Then Sharp’s words sunk all the way in. “Wait. Are you telling me I should play chess with the same mind-set as poker?” She buried his ass every time they played poker. He was terrible at keeping his attention on his cards and lousy at pretending he wasn’t checking her out—not that he was serious about it. She was glad, ridiculously glad, she had a friend she could count on, someone she could trust.

“Sort of. Chess demands more of you than poker, but the principles are the same.”

Them’s fightin’ words. “The hell you say.” She’d been playing poker with her dad since she was ten years old. He’d taught her how to bluff anyone.

“Doc,” Sharp chuckled. “If I were lying, you’d be beating me, but you aren’t.”

“Ha.” She leaned forward and tapped the board. “Make your move.”

Sharp opened his mouth to respond, but he never got a chance to say anything before another Beret, the team’s other weapons sergeant, Harvey Runnel, strode over to them. It wasn’t the speed he was moving that drew her and Sharp’s attention, it was the look on the soldier’s face. Flattened lips, clenched jaw and a slightly flared nose. She couldn’t see his eyes due to the tinted safety glasses he wore, but she could guess that the skin around them would be tight—a man who was on full alert.

Special Forces soldiers did not get amped up for no reason.

“Playtime’s over,” Runnel said. “Doc, grab your go-bag.”

A mental blanket slid over her, numbing her to the horror to come. It was the first self-preservation tactic doctors learned. Compartmentalize all that terrible stuff or go crazy in a week. Sometimes she wondered when all those boxes in her mind would break open and rip her apart from the inside out.

There was an entire crate named Joseph Cranston.

“Warm or cold?” She asked even though she already knew the answer. Runnel never looked this rattled. Please say warm.

Her warm go-bag was a trauma kit, a backpack with everything she’d need if she was dealing with bullet holes, shrapnel lacerations, or broken bones. The typical things most people expected her to treat since she was a trauma surgeon. But that wasn’t all she was.

She was also an infectious disease specialist.

Her cold go-bag contained the very latest in biological detection technology. One or two-step tests that identified anything from anthrax to Ebola to a weaponized flu. She was a member of a select group of virologists, microbiologists, and infectious disease specialists the US Army relied on to train not only their own troops, but the soldiers of other nations, in the detection of and protection against biological weapons. They were known officially as the Biological Rapid Response team, but most soldiers called them Icemen or Icequeens.

Lately, the army had been assigning BRR team members to work with Army Special Forces teams—Green Berets. She’d been working with Sharp’s team for almost a year. Her job was to assist in training Afghan forces in everything from combat and demolitions to the most survivable responses to biological, chemical or nuclear weapons.

“Cold,” Runnel said. “No drill.”

Shit.

Adrenaline spiked through her system as Grace got up and followed Runnel. He led the way back to whoever was calling the shots, Sharp right behind her as they ran at a trot. She might be the base’s resident expert on biological weapons, but it was knowledge she wished fervently she didn’t have to use.

They entered the staging area where she’d been doing some of the training. Several members of Sharp’s team were using it to gear up. Runnel glanced at her and angled his head toward Colonel Marshall. He was looking at a map with several ranking officers, including the A-Team’s commander, Geoffry Cutter, and a man dressed in Afghan clothing. The man said something to Marshall in a voice that didn’t carry.

Marshall nodded and replied. The Afghan glanced over his shoulder at her before leaving the area. His expression was...odd. A combination of disgust and disdain.

Cutter cleared his throat. “The major is here, sir.”

Marshall gave her a glare before returning his attention to the map in front of him.

He’d called her a fucking quack yesterday as he walked past her. If he kept demeaning her in front of the Afghan forces and their own soldiers, she’d lose the credibility she needed to successfully train them.

“Major,” Marshall said without looking at her. “One of our patrols reported in about ten minutes ago with what appears to be a biological incident.”

She waited, but he didn’t add any more details. “What led them to believe that, sir?”

He met her gaze with an even colder expression. “An entire village dead. Some of the bodies show lesions and bleeding from the nose, mouth, and eyes.”

Holy Mother of God.

Bad. This was very bad.

“I concur with their assessment of the situation, sir. Your orders?”

“Get the fuck out there,” he snarled at her. “Figure out what happened and fix it.”

That part she knew already. Asshat. She’d hoped he’d give her some detailed orders, with a timeline and what kind of manpower she could expect. Not more sarcasm and snark. She came to attention and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

He took two steps away, then stopped and turned around. He addressed Cutter and only Cutter, who had somehow inched his way over until he was right next to her, with Sharp on the other side. What a couple of papa bears. “Send half of your A-Team with the Icequeen. The other half will stay here in case I need a second team to go in.”

Grace bit her tongue hard to keep from voicing what she thought of him and his orders, and mentally promoted him to asshole.

“Yes, sir.” Cutter saluted, turned to her, and gestured at the map. “The location of the village is here.” From a distance Cutter looked like the least threatening person in the room. He was the shortest, skinniest guy on the A-Team, but he more than made up for that in stubbornness and stamina. He was also smart.

Grace moved closer so she could get a better look. “How far is it from the Pakistan border?”

“About two klicks.”

“Not very damn far.” She ran her index finger over the spot on the map. “Mountain valley?”

“Yeah. It’s a small village. Less than one hundred people.”

“The patrol found no one alive?”

“No one.”

Grace breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. “Did they get their breathing gear on right away?”

“According to their report they did, but they’re nervous. Whatever killed those people, killed them fast.”

“Okay. I don’t have to tell you guys how to prep. You’re as well trained as I am. Consider this a live weapon.”

“Will do,” Cutter responded. He looked at Sharp standing next to her. “I’m assigning Sharp to ride herd on you, Doc. Where you go, he goes.”

“I’m not arguing, Commander, and I’ve worked with Sharp plenty of times. It’s no problem.”

“Good. We leave in fifteen.” Cutter nodded at her, gave Sharp a nod, then moved off to brief the rest of his team.

“I have to get my go-bag and the rest of my gear,” she said to Sharp, her mind on the eight million things she needed to do before those fifteen minutes were up.

“I’ll give you a hand.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need any help.” She was going to have to deal with his protective crap sooner rather than later, but carefully. “I do need every friend I can get, though. Are you in for that?”

At his grin, she relaxed a little and refocused on the job at hand.

* * *
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Sharp watched Grace rush away for about two seconds too long.

“Do I need to replace you with Runnel?” Cutter asked.

He jerked his head around to stare at his commander. He’d thought Cutter had been briefing the rest of the team. “No.”

Cutter stood with his arms crossed over his chest and his feet apart. “Then pull your tongue back into your head. You’re damn near panting after her.”

“Not fucking likely. She’s just the only person on this base who can beat me in poker. If something happens to her, I’ll have nothing to do for the next month,” he said. His easy grin slid off his face. “Besides, something’s not right. She’s been off her game since Marshall decided to be an ass. She’s our number-one asset, but I’m worried.” The way he’d found her the other day, damn near passed out, shaking and hyperventilating like she was about to fly apart... It had hit him—a sucker punch to the gut. She was reliving something awful.

Post-traumatic stress disorder.

How many guys did he know who lived with PTSD? Ten, twenty, fifty?

What was Marshall’s connection? Something he’d done or said had set off a bomb in Grace’s head.

Even weirder, Marshall hadn’t liked it when Sharp wouldn’t leave Grace alone with him.

What the hell had Grace been involved with that earned her the dislike of a career military man who normally didn’t give a rat’s ass about what a doctor like her might be doing or not doing?

“Still, watch yourself. Word around the base is, he’s got a hate on for the doc and you got in the way.”

“What do you know, Cutter?”

“Nothing specific. Marshall hasn’t talked, but his attitude toward the doc is clear. He hates her guts.”

Cutter was right, Marshall’s face had been twisted by disgust and hostility as he stared at her the night he got between her and the colonel. What had happened to cause it? Whatever it was, Sharp didn’t give a shit. He wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her. She worked just as hard and long at training their allied troops as the A-Team did. And she was good.

“Sharp.” Cutter’s voice had a wary edge and he took a step closer. “Be careful, man. I like the doc, too. Hell, the whole team likes her, but you and I both know falling for someone while on deployment is a mistake. It’s not a direct violation of the fraternization rules, since she’s not in our chain of command, but...”

“Preaching to the choir here, boss. That’s not why I was staring. I’m...worried.”

They’d both watched as a former team member fell hard for a woman he’d met while overseas. The relationship disintegrated within weeks after he’d been reassigned. It had damn near broke him, and the man had left the military altogether.

“I respect her,” Sharp told his commander. “She’s smart and she’s worked her ass off this last year. But Marshall has some kind of vendetta against her. The look on his face the other night...” Sharp shook his head. “He’d have killed her if he could have. But she belongs to us.”

Cutter was silent for a couple of moments, his gaze steady on Sharp’s face. Finally, he angled his head toward the knot of soldiers and gear. “Come on, no one is going to bother her now. Marshall needs her. Get your shit together.”

Cutter had one thing right. He needed to keep his focus on the mission. Sharp followed the other man, but there wasn’t much for any of them to do, since they were always ready to move out on a moment’s notice. Every man on the team had developed the habit during training and had only refined it since. One of their instructors used to say that an unprepared soldier was a dead soldier.

Sharp joined the rest of his team, double-checked his weapons, pulled on his battered gear and bio-suit, and got out of the way. Focus.

Cutter was talking with Bart, one of their communications guys, when Colonel Marshall walked in a few minutes later with another half-dozen soldiers behind him and headed straight for the Special Forces group.

“Cutter, storm coming at twelve o’clock,” Sharp informed him quietly.

By the time Marshall came to a stop, the entire A-Team was standing at attention.

“Sir,” Cutter said with a salute. “The go-team is ready, sir.”

“Where’s that damn doctor?”

“She’ll be here in six minutes, sir.”

Marshall grunted. “You’re taking these men with you on this mission. Two additional medics, Yanik and Anderson, and four of my infantry for security. Your mission objective is to assist Major Samuels.”

For the first time since their arrival two weeks ago, Marshall was actually helping a situation rather than shitting all over it.

“And make sure that bitch doesn’t screw up,” Marshall added. “I want the men on that patrol back in one piece. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

The team saluted, and Marshall stalked off like he was Patton or something.

“So much for that guy not being a tremendous bag of dicks,” the team’s second in command, John Leonard, said in an undertone.
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Chapter Two
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Grace entered her quarters at a run, slamming the door against the wall.

Down, girl.

She came to a stop, closed her eyes and breathed in and out slowly three times. Having an aneurism now would not be good, but her racing pulse didn’t seem to be listening.

Too damn bad. Time to work.

Grace pulled on her bio-suit and her equipment pack.

Altogether, she carried fifty pounds of additional supplies.

She wasn’t going to whine. Sharp and the rest of his team each carried at least one hundred pounds of weapons, ammunition, and survival gear.

Grace headed toward the area of the base where air support landed and found Sharp coming toward her.

He looked her over, taking in her holstered sidearm, pack, and bio-suit. He appeared to take note of everything in one glance, his nod satisfied as he turned to walk with her to the base’s landing pad.

Really? He was checking her gear like she didn’t know what to bring? The time was coming when she was going to have to knock some sense into big ol’ papa bear Sharp.

Commander Cutter was helping to load the helicopter and giving last-minute orders to the other team members accompanying them.

When she approached the bird, he pulled her aside and yelled in her ear, “When it comes to the source of what killed those villagers, you’re in charge. If the situation changes and it becomes necessary to bug out of there, you do whatever Sharp and Leonard tell you. Got that?” Cutter pulled back to look her straight in the eyes. “Sharp’s got one job on this mission and that’s to keep you alive so you can figure out this shit. Don’t make it difficult for him.”

“Sharp is teaching me to play chess,” she told Cutter. “I can’t let anyone kill him until after I’ve beaten him at least once.”

Cutter looked at her like she’d lost her mind, shook his head and pointed at the helicopter.

She took it as an order to get on board.

The bird was cramped with gear and men, but Sharp had a jump seat for her smack-dab in the middle of the aircraft. She stowed her backpack under her feet and buckled up. Leonard flashed a hand signal to the pilot, and they lifted off.

The helicopter shook like an alcoholic drying out for the first time. The vibration always did something funky to her stomach. There wasn’t anything she could do until they landed except hang on to the bottom of the jump seat and talk her guts into some kind of truce.

Sharp nudged her arm a few times, and she glanced at him. He gave her the universal thumbs-up and down hand waggle to ask how she was feeling.

She would have liked to flip him a bird, but she’d have to let go of the seat, so she stuck her tongue out at him.

He shook his head at her, but left her alone to suffer in relative silence. Or as silent as it got on a giant, vibrating, flying washing machine. The landscape outside the helicopter flashed by in muted browns, beiges and creams. A rolling, rocky, ravenous country that had devoured invaders for centuries.

An entire village this time.

How many more would die?

She didn’t bother trying to count the minutes; it wouldn’t do her any good, and it might even make her feel worse, so she let herself fall into an uncomfortable doze. It was a trick she’d learned to do during residency when she often had to work thirty-six-hour shifts. It didn’t matter where she rested her head: a desk, a gurney, even sitting up with her head jammed in a corner. She could sleep anywhere for about twenty minutes.

The next thing she knew, Sharp was shaking her arm.

Grace opened her eyes and looked around. They were descending into a dry valley, mountains all around.

As the helicopter landed, she could see low buildings—some wood, some stone—and a few soldiers waiting for them.

They weren’t wearing full bio-suits, just full-faced breathing masks.

The team disembarked, Grace in the middle of the pack, the safest spot.

The helicopter took off as soon as the last man was away.

As soon as it was far enough away for them to talk with the first soldiers on scene, she said, “I’m Dr. Samuels, the on-site bug expert, and this is my team.” She gestured at Sharp and the men ranged on either side. “We received a very short summary of what happened.” If you could call Colonel Marshall’s angry two-line description any kind of explanation. “Can you run us through it again?”

“Ma’am,” one of the soldiers said with a salute. Must be the patrol’s leader. The mask partially obscured his face and muffled his voice. “We arrived at zero-four-thirty. It was still dark, so we weren’t concerned when we didn’t see anyone at first.”

“At first?” Her breathing ground to a halt. “When did you realize there was a problem?”

“About fifteen minutes after we arrived.”

Fifteen minutes was a long time to be in the same environment as a lethal agent without any protection. Marshall had made it sound like they’d gotten their breathing gear on right away.

“We secured the perimeter and all was quiet, so we went to the home of one of the villagers who’s a friend. He’s given us good intel, food, and water in the past. He was dead, along with his brother, sister-in-law, and their kids.” The soldier stopped to clear his throat.

It must have been bad.

It was probably going to get worse.

“I’m going to tell you an old doctor’s trick,” she said to him. “When you look at the dead, remember these aren’t people anymore. What made them human is gone now. We have a duty to figure out what happened here so no one else dies. Focus on that.” She paused, then added, “Mourn for them later, as you should.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded and continued in a more professional tone, “We got out of there as soon as we saw what had happened. We checked the next home and realized they were dead too. We put on our masks and called for help.”

“Where did you put your masks on? Here or farther away?” she asked.

“Over there, ma’am.” He pointed at a spot about fifty yards east of their position near the village well.

Not far enough.

“I’d like you and your men to give a more detailed report to...” She glanced at Leonard.

“Sergeant Bart, communications,” he said with a chin gesture in the right direction.

She picked where Leonard left off. “While I begin my assessment.”

The soldier saluted and walked toward Bart.

“I need all the homes checked for possible survivors,” Grace said to Leonard. “Who do you—?”

“Rasker,” Leonard barked. “Do a perimeter check. Williams, Lee, start checking the rest of the village. Make sure the patrol didn’t miss anyone.” He looked at her as they headed off. “Anything else, Doc?”

“No, you’ve got everything covered.”

With a nod to Sharp, who hovered behind her, she approached the first house. Grace pulled out a small digital video recorder, sucked in a deep breath and prepared herself to see whatever awful thing was waiting for them.

She walked inside. Sharp followed.

The house was small. A hearth dominated the middle of the room, probably so it could heat the space evenly. The bodies were huddled together against the far wall under blankets as if they’d just gone to sleep.

Sharp shone his flashlight on their faces. Blood trails ran down from their noses, eyes, mouths, and ears. Everyone had bloody lesions on their exposed skin. The victims’ eyes were all open and varying expressions of agony had been frozen on their faces.

Whatever caused their deaths involved pain and suffering.

This kind of kill rate narrowed the field of possible agents to a viral hemorrhagic fever caused by something like the Marburg or Ebola viruses, another virus that attacked the liver or even anthrax. The problem was none of them killed in just a few hours. An influenza virus like SARS or MERS could kill quickly, but the timeline was still too short and the symptoms were off.

What the hell was this?

She shunted shock, horror, and fear into a locked box deep in her head. “Are these all the occupants of this house?” she asked Sharp. “If someone died before the others, would they have moved the body somewhere else?”

“Maybe.” He turned around and said to someone, “Check the rest of the house and outside for more bodies or recent graves.”

She took a closer look at the victims. Three adults and three children.

The lesions on the faces of the children looked no different from the ones on the adults. That might mean the disease progressed the same way, regardless of age.

She reexamined the position of the children, between the adults, wrapped tightly head to toe in blankets. The adults were clearly positioned to protect the children and keep them warm, indicating that they likely got sick at the same time as the adults.

Grace went back to the hearth and lifted the lid on a small pot sitting on top. It was filled with something that looked like water. She poured some out into a bowl sitting in a stack on the floor close by. Tea?

No other recent source of food was immediately evident.

Was this the source of the agent that killed them?

From the condition of the bodies—no burns, evidence of seizures or skin discoloration—she could cross off chemical weapons.

Was the agent airborne or did the victims have to have direct contact with infected fluids or tissue?

So many questions and, so far, no answers.

“I want to look in the other homes.”

“Is it me or does everyone look the same?” Sharp asked.

He had a good eye for details. “It’s not just you.”

They left the first house and entered another and another. The same horror greeted them in each home: entire families, young and old, men and women, all of them dead. All of them with bleeding eyes, noses, mouths and ears. All of them with bloody lesions.

It appeared that everyone in the village got sick at the same time. The chances of that happening by accident were nonexistent.

Water, food, air, or more than one?

Grace and Sharp went through a half-dozen homes before she decided she’d seen enough. She needed to collect samples and determine what killed all these people.

She and Sharp joined Leonard and Bart at their hastily erected communication post where Bart manned the satellite phone and computer. She gave Leonard a brief report.

“Man, so many little kids,” Leonard said, shaking his head.

“I’m going to start collecting samples,” she said to him in a tone so cold she expected frost to coat the air between them. She knew it made her sound unfeeling, but what they didn’t know was she paid dearly for her professionalism in emotional pain after the crisis was over. “Anything else in the patrol’s report that might be pertinent?”

Leonard swallowed hard, but answered readily enough, “The last real-time contact with the village was a little over sixteen hours ago. Another US Army patrol passing through. They met with the headman of the village who requested some humanitarian supplies. Blankets, tents, fuel for cooking. No report of illness or injury.”

Grace checked her watch. It was now zero-seven-thirty. That put a window of opportunity for this event at less than sixteen hours. “Bart, contact the base and have that patrol placed in isolation. I want them checked to be sure they aren’t carrying our deadly agent. Also, ask the base to check satellite images to see what activity there’s been here since the previous patrol.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She turned to Sharp. “Something happened between those two patrols to kill every person in this village.”

“Sixty-eight people,” Sharp added. “So far.”

“Do we have an idea of how many permanent residents there are in this village?”

“I’m afraid not. The only census taken in Afghanistan was back in the seventies. Nothing since. The population can be very mobile if there’s a natural or man-made disaster. They just move to another part of the country.”

“So, we have no idea if any survivors packed up and left in the middle of the night?”

He shrugged. “Extended family, traders, or even someone just traveling through the area could have stopped here.”

“Well, the news can’t get any worse.” If someone had left the village and had taken the illness with them, the infection could spread.

“Doc,” someone shouted, stress making the word sound higher-pitched than it should.

Here came the worse news. She should’ve kept her mouth shut.

Grace squinted at the soldier coming toward her at a run. It was Rasker.

“Did you find any survivors?”

“No, ma’am, we found more bodies.”

Rasker hadn’t been coming from the village, but toward it. “Someone leaving or returning?” she asked him when he got close enough.

He shook his head. “Not people.”

Not people? She’d thought she couldn’t get any more afraid of whatever this was.

She was wrong.

Any disease affecting animals as well as people, especially bacteria or viruses, ran a much higher risk of becoming a pandemic. A worldwide killer.

“Show me.”
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Chapter Three
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Rasker led her past the houses and into a partially fenced pasture. Over a small rise was a carcass. A cow, bloated to a grotesque size. A quick examination revealed none of the lesions evident on the human bodies.

“There are thirty of them,” Rasker said.

“Thirty?” She looked out over the field. Dead cows, their distended legs sticking out at unnatural angles, seemed to be everywhere.

An ice-cold rock settled in the pit of her stomach. “I don’t suppose you know when the cows started dying?”

“We’ll have to check to see if it was reported by the last patrol through here,” Sharp said, his voice so calm she knew he was anything but.

“You do that.” Her whole body shook. If the same disease had killed the cows and the people here, it would be her worse nightmare come to life. “You do that.”

* * *
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He stared at Grace’s face for a moment. She looked like she was about to pass out. “What’s special about cows?”

“Any disease capable of jumping from one species of animal to another is dangerous. Rabies, malaria, and bird flu are good examples. If the animal is a common one, the bug can be easily transmitted to people. Cows, aside from mad cow disease, are not common vectors, but they’re everywhere. They also represent a significant cost to buy and own, so people will hesitate to destroy them.”

“Yeah, I remember the mad cow scare. Maybe people won’t be so slow this time.”

A grimace came and went on her face, telling him she wasn’t just worried, she was terrified. He’d only seen that look on her face once before, the night he found Colonel Marshall talking to her outside of her quarters.

“Mad cow is a prion disease you can only get if you eat infected brain and nervous tissue,” she told him. “It can take weeks for infected persons to show symptoms. This disease appears much more contagious. It kills in hours. There’s no comparison. This agent has the potential to become an outbreak.”

She stopped, thinking so hard he could almost hear the gears in her head. “Okay, here’s what I need to happen as quickly as possible. First, I need samples taken from as many people in the village as possible. I also want samples taken from at least six of the cows. I’m going to run a cross section of the samples through the Sandwich to see if it can tell us what we’re dealing with. It’s able to identify most known infectious diseases in minutes. We also need to determine how the agent was introduced into this environment. How were the victims exposed to it? Decontamination can only occur after we’ve gotten all the answers.” As she spoke, her composure firmed up until she appeared as calm and composed as usual.

Hot damn, they had a plan. “Gotcha, Doc,” Sharp said. “Let’s get moving.”

He herded her back to their meeting point and flashed a hand signal. Eight or nine soldiers jogged over.

The four guys from the A-Team formed up in front of them with an unconscious precision that spoke of years in the service. The other soldiers followed suit.

“How many teams?” he asked her.

“Four besides you and me. One to collect samples from the humans and one to collect from the cows. I need a team to collect water samples and the last team to collect samples from any of the food that’s been eaten. You and I will collect additional samples for the lab to investigate further.”

“Good plan.”

He and Leonard got the teams organized while Grace got the equipment ready. By the time he was done and the men were prepared to head out, she was ready to hand out sample kits to them.

The whole thing took about five minutes. Effective and efficient. Just the way he liked it.

Sharp shadowed Grace back to the first house as she took blood samples from every member of the family. Then they removed the clothing from one adult male and photographed his body, front and back. The lesions were visible head to toe, but were concentrated in the sweat regions under the arms, and around the neck and genitals.

He watched her hands and her face, especially when they examined the kids, but she was as calm and composed as ever.

She photographed the other members of the family, careful to maintain proper confidentiality and documentation with each photo. The army had developed procedures for just this sort of situation, with strict rules on how men, women, and children should be treated after death.

She swabbed lesions on each of the other members of the family, as well.

Sharp was surprised at how consistent the lesions were.

Once Grace finished, she prepped the samples for testing in the Sandwich and started the process. The results were ready five minutes later.

She read it. Then read it again. Her gaze fastened on the ticker-tape paper the machine had spit out with a horror he could almost feel. Slowly, she raised it to lock with his.

She looked as shocked as someone who’d just been shot in the chest.

Fuck.

“Doc?” Sharp fit a thousand questions into one word.

“Anthrax,” she told him. “And for it to have acted this fast, it had to be weaponized. If it also killed the cows...” Her voice trailed off. 

“We have a treatment for anthrax,” he said. “Ciprofloxacin. We’re vaccinated for it, too.”

Grace’s face paled. “Our military members are vaccinated, but the civilian population isn’t, and I don’t know if the Afghan defense forces are vaccinated.”

He didn’t have to do any math in his head to know this was bad. This was a mostly agrarian society. People traveled to trade and buy goods all the time. “How long would it take to get the vaccine over here?”

* * *
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Grace swallowed down a mouthful of bitter fear. “A day, maybe two, but we don’t have a lot of vaccine available to us here and there’s not much Cipro, either. If this spreads, it could get away from us fast.”

“Marshall needs a report.”

“A very preliminary one. There’s still a lot of work to be done before I’ll be comfortable giving him even a formal preliminary report.”

She walked toward Leonard and Bart and the sat phone, but before they could reach them, Rasker sprinted toward them.

More bad news?

Sharp immediately brought his weapon up and began searching the surrounding hills for signs of the enemy.

“What’s wrong?” she asked Rasker.

He came to a skidding stop in front of her and said, “One of the members of the discovery patrol is sick.”

One word. That was all it took, one word to flood her system with enough adrenaline to make her hands shake. “Define sick.”

“Sweating, fever, and coughing up blood.”

Grace’s chest seized as everything inside her came to a sudden stop. Holy shit. “Are lesions visible?”

“No.” His tone said, not yet.

“Where is he?”

Rasker led her and Sharp, and they picked up Leonard as they passed the communication post, past a couple of houses to a man in a face mask sitting on a rock. He was coughing, and when she got close, she could see a fine spray of blood on the inside of his face plate. He looked up as she came to a stop and crouched in front of him.

It was the American patrol leader. The first one to find the dead. He’d gone inside two houses before putting on his breathing gear.

“Is your anthrax vaccine up-to-date?” she asked him.

He nodded and coughed again. More blood dotted the clear plastic.

“Is that what I’ve got, Doc?” he asked. “Anthrax?”

“Possibly. I’m not one hundred percent sure yet.” She put a hand on his arm. “But I’m going to find out.”

She turned to Leonard. “I want a tent set up at least one hundred yards away from the village and those cows. Then have all the members of the discovery patrol brought together so we can watch them for signs of disease.” She thought hard. What was their top priority? If this was a man-made biological weapon, were these soldiers or victims?

Her job right now wasn’t to play hospital; it was to detect disease, determine which one it was, provide answers to her chain of command and assist with decontamination. After all that was done, then she could hold the hands of the recovering. Or the dying.

The Sandwich was telling her the disease was bacterial, anthrax, but the physical presentation of symptoms was off. This disease progressed faster than any strain of anthrax she had ever heard of. It killed so damn quickly, she couldn’t be certain the results were accurate.

“I need to talk to my commander,” she told Sharp. “Stay here,” she ordered the sick man, “until the medical tent is set up.”

After the soldier nodded, she turned on her heel and strode toward Bart.

“Colonel Marshall?” Sharp asked, disbelief coloring his words.

She snorted. Like she’d ever ask Marshall for advice. “No, my commander. Colonel Maximillian.”

Sharp was silent for about three seconds, then he asked, “Is he good?”

She didn’t even have to think. “Yes.”

“Better than you?”

She nodded. “Yes.” She considered her next words very carefully. “Battling biological weapons is his life’s work. There’s no one I would rather have working with me on a case than Max.” She glanced at Sharp. “He’s the guy everyone calls the Iceman.”

“Everyone calls you the Icequeen,” Sharp told her.

“No,” Grace said. “That would be Max’s ex-wife. Coldest bitch I’ve ever met in my life.”

They reached Bart, who was talking to someone on the sat phone. He glanced at her, then at Sharp, raised an eyebrow and saluted.

Sharp shook his head.

Bart barked a “yes, sir” into the phone, then ended the call.

“Marshall?” Sharp asked.

“Yeah, he wants a report so he can decontaminate the village, pronto. He gave us another thirty minutes to finish up before he sends in a cleanup crew.”

“He can’t do that,” Grace protested. “Not until we’ve certain of the cause.”

“He seems to think he can.”

“What’s he planning to do?” she asked, not bothering to hide her derision. “Bomb the place?”

“Something like that.”

Grace mentally demoted Marshall to useless fuck. “Until I locate the source of the agent, we can’t decontaminate anything.” She looked at Sharp and Bart for support.

They looked back at her. Expressionless.

Men.

“Give me the phone.”

She must have sounded as irritated as she felt because Bart handed it over, then raised his hands as if washing them of the entire situation.

Grace punched in her commanding officer’s direct phone number.

He answered on the first ring. “Max.”

“Dr. Samuels here, sir. I’m at the site of the release of a probable anthrax attack. I believe weaponized anthrax was released here, sir, but I haven’t figured out how it was introduced into this environment. Plus, it’s killing people in hours, Max, hours. Not days. And if the death rate is as high as I think it is, this could be a worst-case-scenario weapon.”

“Slow down, Grace,” Max ordered. “What’s got you in a panic? Our procedures can deal with this.”

“I need someone to talk Forward Operating Base Commander Marshall out of cleaning the site in approximately thirty minutes. I’ve also just discovered we have a possible secondary infection.”

“Secondary?”

“I won’t know until I take samples from one of the soldiers who found the bodies and have them analyzed. He may have been infected by the same spores as
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